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Another school year is starting and many children are already counting 
the weeks before Winter Break. For adults working in certain industries 
though, hearing loss does not take a vacation and can impact quality of 
life forever. 

Occupational hearing loss is the number one work-related injury in the 
US. 30 million Americans are exposed to hazardous noise levels at their 
work sites annually. 60% of military personnel suffer from noise 
induced-hearing loss, tinnitus or both. Not surprising then, hearing 
loss and tinnitus together rank as the top health concern for active and 
veteran military service members.1 

Hearing depends on functioning cilia (hair cells) within the cochlea in 
response to mechanical sound conduction from the middle ear. 
Excessive noise or vibrations at high levels from a single event or over a 
long period of time affect cellular changes within the cilia that can 
affect their function either temporarily or destroy them completely. 
Noise-induced hearing loss is permanent.2

Occupational noise is measured on a logarithmic scale in sound 
pressure levels called A-weighted decibels (dBA), which closely match 
the human ear’s perception of sound. A small change in dBA reflects a 
huge change in the perceived noise and potential damage to a person’s 
hearing. OSHA* recommends a limit of no more than 8 hours exposure 
to noises at 85 dBA. For every 3 dBA increase, the amount of sound 
perceived by the ear doubles and the recommended exposure time is 
cut in half. For example, a construction worker using a jackhammer 
(about 100 dBA) should limit exposure to less than 15 minutes per day.4, 5

Employees at highest risk of hearing loss and tinnitus work in jobs 
involving industrial heavy machinery, manufacturing, farming and 
ammunition. In addition to excessive noise levels, other dangerous 
factors like exposure to ototoxic chemicals, barotrauma and foreign 
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bodies contribute to impairment. Both hearing loss and tinnitus 
profoundly impact quality of life, contributing to:2, 5, 6 

• Physical and psychological stress 
• Higher risk of heart disease 
• Disrupted sleep, fatigue and decreased alertness
• Reduced productivity
• Impaired ability to communicate
• General loss of situational awareness
• Job injuries
• Lower wages
• Unemployment

A NIOSH** study recently 
quantified the impact of 
occupational hearing loss on 
intangible effects such as 
communication and mental 
health. Over nine years, 
researchers examined more 
than 1.4 million audiograms 
from noise-exposed workers. 
Results showed that 2.5 healthy years are lost each year per 1000 
noise-exposed US workers due to hearing loss and tinnitus. Workers in 
mining, construction and manufacturing jobs lost more healthy years 
than in other industries. The study found that “even mild-to-moderate 
impairment during working years can culminate in more healthy years 
lost during retirement.”5

Prevention is the key to protecting hearing. Technology has improved 
personal protective equipment that safeguards hearing while 
maintaining auditory awareness. Branches of the military are using 
hearing protection called TCAPS (Tactical Communication and 
Protective System) that protects against loud noises while still allowing 
soldiers to hear the world around them.7 Civilian and law enforcement 
options are also available through customized prescriptions from 
Hearing Health Professionals.  

Healthcare providers play a significant role in protecting their patients’ 
hearing by encouraging healthy hearing practices at work and following 
these recommendations:6, 8

• Assess for hearing loss at annual physical exams
• Encourage patients in high risk occupations to wear correctly-fitting 
hearing protection appropriate for their environment
• Rest their ears: after exposure to loud noises, allow a recovery period 
or quiet time 
• Refer any patients at risk to an Audiologist or Board Certified Hearing 
Instruments Specialist for pure tone audiometry testing (establish a 
baseline evaluation and follow up annually)
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