
NOISE LEVELS AND EFFECTS6,8

SAFE 0-75 dB
 Dishwasher, 

Conversations, TV

*No Risk of Hearing Loss

MODERATE 75-90 dB
Lawn Mower, Movie, 

Snow Mobile, City Traffic

*Gradual Loss With Exposure

LOUD 90-110 dB
MP3 player, Night Club, 

Power Tools

* Hearing Loss After 15 min

DANGEROUS 110-165 dB
Rock Concert, Symphony, Sports Stadium, 

Gun shot, Fireworks, Sirens, Jet engine

*Hearing Loss After 1 min

Normal conversations occur at about 60 dB, heavy city traffic or noise in 
a school cafeteria can measure at 85 dB. An MP3 player on max volume 
is 105 dB, which is 100 times more intense than the school cafeteria 
noise. Exposure to noises over 110 dB for longer than 1 minute can 
result in permanent hearing loss.5-7

Risky environments that can cause NIHL include:5-6, 8-9

• Occupational: military, factory, farm, construction, oil & gas workers, 
 musicians 
• Home: leaf blowers, power tools
• Recreational: concerts, nightclubs, sports stadiums, fireworks, 
 gun shots, snowmobiles, music with earbuds 

Warning signs that sounds are too loud:5 
• The noise is painful 
• You have to raise your voice to be understood by someone 
 standing nearby 
• Buzzing or ringing sound in your ears, even temporarily 

Symptoms of NIHL are usually gradual so problems are not noticed 
until they are pronounced. Some common complaints include:5,6

• You don’t hear as well as you normally do until several hours after 
 you get away from the noise
• Sounds are muted or distorted, or you have a ringing or buzzing
 in your ears
• You have difficulty understanding conversations, have to turn up
 the volume on the TV despite other noises feeling too loud

Hearing protection decreases the intensity of noise and helps preserve 
hearing. A randomized controlled study released its findings this spring 
showing that wearing earplugs can prevent temporary hearing loss and 
reduced tinnitus symptoms after attending an outdoor music festival 
with sound levels at 100 dB.10

Help your patients protect their hearing an prevent hearing loss; 
NIHL is permanent! Recommendations include:
• Educate parents to demonstrate hearing protection and teach 
 children to protect their ears
• Limit time and volume when listening to music (consider 
 noise-canceling headphones so volumes can be kept lower)
• Move away from noise if possible
• Use hearing protection when using lawn mower, leaf blower, 
 power tools
• Wear ear plugs at concerts or other loud venues
• Allow recovery time between noise exposures 

H E A R I N G  H E A L T H C A R E  P R O F I L E :  
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Noise-induced hearing loss (NIHL) accounts for the second most 
common cause of deafness, after age-related hearing loss.1 All ages are 
at risks for hearing loss from loud sounds. The NIDCD estimates that 
15% of Americans age 20-69 are affected by high frequency hearing loss 
due to occupational or recreational noise exposure2 but 20% of 
adolescents (ages 12-19) already have some degree of hearing loss.3,4 
The most important statistic about NIHL, however, is that it is 100% 
preventable.

Hearing relies on a complex process where sound waves travel through 
the tympanic membrane and the middle ear, then pass into the cochlea 
where fluid vibrates sensory hair cells along the basilar membrane. 
Fragile projections (called stereocilia) perched atop the hair cells bend 
with the fluid wave and their movement creates electrical signals sent via 
the auditory nerve to the brain where they are translated into 
understandable sounds. Most NIHL results from damage to or death of 
these hair cells, which do not grow back, causing permanent hearing 
loss.5,6

Noise exposure can cause temporary hearing loss, which typically 
resolves within 48 hours. However, new research from Harvard Medical 
School using advanced testing methods (otoacoustic emissions and ABR 
tests) reveals that even if hearing returns to normal, permanent 
neurological damage of the stereocilia occurs through synaptic and 
dendritic loss, and persistent reductions in neural responses.7

Sound is measured in units called decibels (dB). Noises less than 75 dB 
are considered safe regardless of exposure but sounds at 85 dB or more 
can cause permanent hearing loss over prolonged exposure. Both the 
duration of exposure and distance to the noise impact its effect. Louder 
noises are tolerated for less time. For every 10 dB increase, the sound is 
ten times more intense, even if to our ears, it seems only twice as loud. 
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