
LISTEN 
UP!
PREVENTING & TREATING 
NOISE-INDUCED HEARING LOSS

Every day, we experience sound 
in our environment, such as the 
sounds from television and radio, 
household appliances, and traffic. 
Normally, these sounds are at 
safe levels that don’t damage 
our hearing. But sounds can be 
harmful when they are too loud, 
even for a brief time, or when they 
are both loud and long-lasting. 
These sounds can damage sensitive 
structures in the inner ear and 
cause noise-induced hearing loss 
(NIHL). 

NIHL can be immediate or it can 
take a long time to be noticeable. 
It can be temporary or permanent, 
and it can affect one ear or both 
ears. Even if you can’t tell that you 
are damaging your hearing, you 
could have trouble hearing in the 
future, such as not being able to 
understand other people when they 
talk, especially on the phone or in 

a noisy room. Regardless of how 
it might affect you, one thing is 
certain: noise-induced hearing loss 
is something you can prevent.

WHO IS AFFECTED BY NIHL?

Exposure to harmful noise can 
happen at any age. People of all 
ages, including children, teens, 
young adults, and older people, 
can develop NIHL. Approximately 
15 percent of Americans between 
the ages of 20 and 69—or 26 
million Americans—have hearing 
loss that may have been caused 
by exposure to noise at work or in 
leisure activities. 

WHAT CAUSES NIHL?

NIHL can be caused by a one-time 
exposure to an intense “impulse” 
sound, such as an explosion, or 
by continuous exposure to loud 

sounds over an extended period of 
time, such as noise generated in a 
woodworking shop.

Recreational activities that can put 
you at risk for NIHL include target 
shooting and hunting, snowmobile 
riding, listening to MP3 players at 
high volume through earbuds or 
headphones, playing in a band, and 
attending loud concerts. Harmful 
noises at home may come from 
sources including lawnmowers, leaf 
blowers, and woodworking tools.

Sound is measured in units called 
decibels. Sounds of less than 75 
decibels, even after long exposure, 
are unlikely to cause hearing loss. 
However, long or repeated exposure 
to sounds at or above 85 decibels 
can cause hearing loss. The louder 
the sound, the shorter the amount of 
time it takes for NIHL to happen. 
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Here are the average decibel 
ratings of some familiar sounds:

✔✔ The humming of a refrigerator, 
45 decibels 

✔✔ Normal conversation, 60 
decibels 

✔✔ Noise from heavy city traffic, 
85 decibels 

✔✔ Motorcyles, 95 decibels

✔✔ An MP3 player at maximum 
volume, 105 decibels

✔✔ Sirens,120 decibels 

✔✔ Firecrackers and firearms, 150 
decibels 

Your distance from the source of 
the sound and the length of time 
you are exposed to the sound are 
also important factors in protecting 
your hearing. A good rule of thumb 
is to avoid noises that are too loud, 
too close, or last too long.

WHAT ARE THE EFFECTS 
AND SIGNS OF NIHL?

When you are exposed to loud 
noise over a long period of time, 
you may slowly start to lose your 
hearing. Because the damage from 
noise exposure is usually gradual, 
you might not notice it, or you 
might ignore the signs of hearing 
loss until they become more 
pronounced. Over time, sounds 
may become distorted or muffled, 
and you might find it difficult to 
understand other people when they 
talk or have to turn up the volume 
on the television. The damage 
from NIHL, combined with aging, 

can lead to hearing loss severe 
enough that you need hearing aids 
to magnify the sounds around you 
to help you hear, communicate, 
and participate more fully in daily 
activities.

CAN NIHL BE PREVENTED?

NIHL is the only type of hearing 
loss that is completely preventable. 
If you understand the hazards of 
noise and how to practice good 
hearing health, you can protect 
your hearing for life. Here’s how: 

✔✔ Know which noises can cause 
damage (those at or above 85 
decibels). 

✔✔ Wear earplugs or other 
protective devices when 
involved in a loud activity 
(activity-specific earplugs and 
earmuffs are available at 
hardware and sporting goods 
stores). 

✔✔ If you can’t reduce the noise or 
protect yourself from it, move 
away from it. 

✔✔ Be alert to hazardous noises in 
the environment. 

✔✔ Protect the ears of children who 
are too young to protect their 
own. 

✔✔ Make family, friends, and 
colleagues aware of the 
hazards of noise. 

✔✔ Have your hearing tested if you 
think you might have hearing 
loss. 


