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Noise and Occupational Hearing Loss  

It is important to understand how occupational hearing loss can occur and how it can be prevented. 
Occupational hearing loss can occur when you are exposed to loud noise or ototoxic chemicals while 
at work. 

• Noise is considered loud (hazardous) when it reaches 85 A-weighted decibels (dBA) or higher. A-
weighted decibels are on a scale for measuring noise. Hazardous noise can cause both hearing 
loss and tinnitus. Tinnitus is an annoying buzzing, rushing, or ringing noise in your ears or in your 
head. 

• Decibels are a unit of measurement used to describe the amount of sound power present. 
Standard measurements like pounds or feet have linear relationships, decibels do not. 
Differences in decibel level represent a logarithmic relationship, for example a sound that is 10 
dB louder than another is ten times more intense. 

• Exposure to certain chemicals can cause damage to different parts of the ear, meaning they are 
ototoxic. Exposure to ototoxic chemicals can cause hearing loss and make the ears more 
sensitive to the harmful effects of noise. According to the National Institute for Occupational 
Safety and Health (NIOSH) about 10 million workers are exposed to solvents and an unknown 
number are exposed to other ototoxicants. 

Like with noise, hearing loss caused by ototoxic chemicals varies based on: 

• How often you are exposed (exposure frequency); 
• How much you are exposed (chemical strength/potency); or 
• How long you are exposed (duration). 

Exposure to other workplace hazards (such as noise) and other individual factors (such as age and 
smoking status) also influence the effect of chemicals that damage hearing.  

Examples of Chemicals That Damage Hearing: 
• Solvents (e.g., toluene, styrene, xylene, ethylbenzene, and trichloroethylene); 
• Metals and compounds (e.g., mercury compounds, lead, and organic tin compounds); 
• Asphyxiants (e.g., carbon monoxide, hydrogen cyanide and its salts, and tobacco smoke); 
• Nitriles (e.g., 3-butenenitrile, cis-2-pentenenitrile, and acrylonitrile); 
• Pharmaceuticals (e.g., certain antineoplastic drugs); and 
• Pesticides. 
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Signs of Hearing Loss:  
• Having difficulty hearing when there is background noise; 
• Thinking people are mumbling when they talk to you; and 
• Needing to ask others to repeat themselves often. 

Often, those close to you will notice that you have hearing trouble before you notice it yourself. 

Occupational Hearing Loss is Permanent but Preventable: 
• Employers, health and safety professionals, and workers can take action to prevent hearing loss. 
• Employers and health and safety professionals can measure noise, implement noise controls, 

and establish hearing loss prevention programs. 
• Workers should have a yearly hearing test if exposed to hazardous noise or ototoxic chemicals. 

Hearing Loss Can Lead to Other Safety and Health Concerns: 
Exposure to loud noise and ototoxic chemicals can lead to more than just hearing damage. 
Research shows that hearing loss is associated with cognitive decline and heart problems. Hearing 
loss and tinnitus can also impact your mental health, which may result in depression, anxiety, and a 
feeling of isolation and sadness. 

Hearing loss can impact safety at home and on the job. The sound of a smoke detector, the warning 
beep as a forklift backs up, and the engine of an oncoming car may be missed. Workers with hearing 
loss are more likely to get injured on the job. 

Working in a noisy job when you’re pregnant can increase your stress levels which can impact the 
health of your developing baby. Very loud sounds may also affect your baby’s hearing.  

 

PROTECT YOUR HEARING, IT IS A SOUND INVESTMENT! 
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Safety Meeting Sign-In Sheet 
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