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Exposure to high levels of noise can cause permanent hearing loss. Damage to your hearing can be
prevented, but once permanent noise-induced hearing loss occurs, it cannot be cured or reversed.
Hearing loss usually occurs gradually, so you may not realize it is even happening until it is too late.

You may have hearing loss if:

• It’s difficult to hear what people are saying in groups or
meetings if there is background noise.

• People typically sound as if they are mumbling when they
are speaking.

• You often have to ask people to repeat what they say.

• It’s not easy to understand what others are saying when
having a phone conversation.

• You are experiencing a ringing or noises in one or both ears.

• You sometimes don’t hear back-up alarms or a cell phone
ring tone.

It seems understandable that a one-time exposure to a sudden, powerful noise, like an explosion, can
damage your hearing instantly. But it’s also important to consider that prolonged exposures (day after
day) to loud noise can also lead to a gradual, but permanent, loss of hearing.

Occupational noise is sometimes referred to as a stealth long-term hazard because it is a painless,
gradual process.
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Sound intensity is measured in decibels (dB). When decibels are adjusted (weighted) for how the
human ear senses sound, the sound level intensity is measured as dBA.

OSHA recommends that workplace noise levels be kept below 85 dBA as an 8-hour time-weighted
average. As the noise level increases, it can damage your hearing more quickly.

There are different ways you can measure or estimate the noise level of any working environment.

➢ A sound level meter is a handheld device with a microphone
that measures noise moment to moment.

➢ A dosimeter documents the average noise exposure over
time, like throughout the entire working day, or just during a
particular task.

➢ A personal noise indicator is a warning device that indicates if
the surrounding sound level is above or below 85 dBA.

➢ The 2-3 foot rule can be used to quickly evaluate a work
environment. Stand about an arm’s length away from a co-
worker and if you have to raise your voice to be heard then
you should assume that the sound level is at or above 85 dBA.

➢ There are also cell phone apps that have been developed that
provide sound level data. The NIOSH Sound Level Meter App
is free and provides features of sound level meters and noise
dosimeters.
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There are several steps to take to reduce noise in the work environment before reaching for personal
hearing protection.

REDUCE Choose equipment that is quieter.

MOVE
Move the equipment farther away (safely, following OSHA standards) with 
the use of extension cords, additional welding leads, and air hoses. 

BLOCK Create barriers to help block the noise.

MAINTAIN Proper maintenance of tools and equipment can result in lower noise levels. 

➢ If you are not required to be in a high noise area, move to a quieter area to work.

➢ Operate noisy machines during shifts when fewer people are exposed.

➢ Changing seals, lubricating parts, using sharp blades
and bits, installing mufflers, and replacing
faulty or worn equipment or parts
can reduce occupational
noise levels
significantly.
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OSHA Standard 1926.101(a) Wherever it is not feasible to reduce the noise levels or duration of exposures to those
specified in Table D-2, Permissible Noise Exposures, in 1926.52, ear protective devices shall be provided and used.

➢ OSHA recommends that hearing protective devices be 
worn any time noise exposures meet or exceed 85 dBA.

OSHA 1926.52(d)(1) Table D-2

Permissible Noise Exposures

NOISE 
EXPOSURE

REQUIRES HEARING PPE IF 
WORKER IS EXPOSED FOR

90 dBA 8 hours or more

92 dBA 6 hours or more

95 dBA 4 hours or more

97 dBA 3 hours or more

100 dBA 2 hours or more

102 dBA 1 1/2 hours or more

105 dBA 1 hour or more

110 dBA 30 minutes or more

115 dBA more than 15 minutes

The following are NOT acceptable substitutes for hearing 
protective devices:
Headphones  Hearing Aids  Plain Cotton  Cigarette Butts
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COMMON TYPES OF HEARING PROTECTION DEVICES

TYPE PROS CONS

Roll-Down Foam Earplugs
• Fits most ears.
• Can provide good protection.
• Convenient and disposable.

• Must be inserted properly to get 
the best protection.

• If the plug doesn’t make a good 
seal, it won’t protect your hearing.

Reusable Earplugs • Many have flanges and handles.
• Comes in different sizes.
• Convenient to carry.
• Washable and reusable.

• Preformed, may not fit everyone.
• May require a different size for 

each ear.
• Must keep them clean.

Custom Molded Earplugs • Molded to user’s ear for good fit.
• Long-term wear.
• Best for difficult-to-fit ears.

• Must be made by a licensed 
hearing protection provider.

Canal Caps • Can be worn many ways: under 
chin, over head, or behind neck.

• Can be inserted and removed 
quickly.

• Not as comfortable as other 
devices.

• Less protection than other choices.

Earmuffs • Easy to use and wear.
• Fits most people.
• Easy to keep clean.

• Can become hot and heavy.
• May be difficult to wear with 

prescription glasses or other PPE.
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COPYRIGHT AND DISCLAIMER
This material is the copyrighted property of Weeklysafety.com, LLC. Purchase of this material from Weeklysafety.com, LLC grants the owner the right to use this material for workplace safety
and education purposes only. Use of this material for any other purpose, particularly commercial use, is prohibited. This material, including the photos, may not be resold.
Weeklysafety.com, LLC does not warrant or assume any legal liability or responsibility for the accuracy, completeness, or usefulness of any information, apparatus, product, or process
disclosed in these materials. Photos shown in this presentation may depict situations that are not in compliance with applicable Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) safety
requirements. These materials are meant for informational purposes only and it is not the intent of Weeklysafety.com, LLC to provide compliance-based training. The intent is more to
address hazard awareness in the construction and related industries, and to recognize the potential hazards present in many workplaces. These materials are intended to discuss Federal
Regulations only, as individual State requirements may be more stringent. Many states operate their own state OSHA and may have standards that are different from information presented
in this training. It is the responsibility of the employer and its employees to comply with all pertinent OSHA safety rules and regulations in the jurisdiction in which they work.

PHOTO ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Unless specified below, all photos are the copyrighted property of Weeklysafety.com, LLC and may not be used in 
any other training materials or resold for any purpose.

For more information on this weekly safety topic, other topics that are available and the full list of FAQs please visit
www.weeklysafety.com or email safety@weeklysafety.com.
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• 0002227 – 0002228 Shutterstock License for Weeklysafety.com

• 0002230 – 0002237 Shutterstock License for Weeklysafety.com

• 0002238 NIOSH Sound Level Meter App; twitter.com/NIOSH/status/1255512164636348416/photo/1
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