
As time goes on, hearing loss adds up 
When you attend a loud concert or sporting event, it can 

have an impact on your hearing long after the activity is over.

Repeated exposure to loud noise will impact how well you hear 
later in life. Hearing loss due to noise generally happens in one of 
two ways:
• A single loud sound, like a firecracker.

• Repeated exposure to loud sounds.

The louder the sound, the faster your hearing will be impacted. 
When your ears are regularly exposed to loud noises, the impact 
adds up.

To prevent hearing loss:
• Try to avoid noisy environments.

• Turn the volume down on personal listening devices, headphones, and the radio. 

• Purchase quieter power tools, and keep equipment well maintained.

If noise can’t be avoided:
• Use hearing protection such as earplugs or earmuffs. 

• Walk away from the sound source; don’t stand near loudspeakers at events.

• Limit the length of time you’re exposed to loud sounds. Giving your ears a break 
helps preserve your hearing. ♦

Researchers looking  
at COVID-19 link to 
hearing loss
It’s rare, but sudden hearing loss 
has been reported by people with 
COVID-19.

One case involved a British man 
who was critically ill with the 
disease. He developed ringing 
in the ears and suddenly lost his 
hearing, according to the medical 
journal BMJ Case Reports. His 
hearing improved after he was 
treated with steroids.

Hearing loss has 
also been 
reported 
weeks 
after 
patients 
first show 
symptoms 
of COVID-19. 
Ringing in the ears (tinnitus) and 
vertigo (which is often caused by 
an inner ear problem) have also 
been noted.

Researchers point out that these 
issues could be a side effect of 
medication used to treat the virus.

More studies are needed into 
the link between COVID-19 and 
hearing loss, and researchers are 
watching to see if more cases 
develop. ♦
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Sound exposure
Everyday sounds can permanently damage your hearing over time. Here’s how some 
sounds compare.

Impact Sound level Sound source 
No damage to hearing Below 60 decibels •  Refrigerator hum 

•  Normal conversation 
•  Air conditioner 

You may feel annoyed 70 decibels •  Washing machine 
•  Dishwasher 

Damage to hearing is  
possible over time

85 decibels and above •  Lawnmower 
•  Leaf blower 
•   Personal listening device  

at high volume 
•  Sporting event 
•  Music concert 
•  Firecracker 
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For some, sounds are the problem
Sometimes certain noises are the source of hearing issues. That’s the case for people with ringing 
in the ear, also known as tinnitus, or increased sensitivity to sound, or hyperacusis.

How loud is too loud?
Sound is measured in decibels, and noises above 85 decibels 
can damage hearing. 

If you don’t have a sound 
meter to measure the noise 
in your environment, 
consider how easy it is to 
speak to someone nearby. If 
you need to raise your voice 
to be heard by a person an 
arm’s length away, the noise 
could damage your hearing 
over time. ♦

By the Numbers
About 15 percent of Americans over age 18 
report trouble with hearing.
Source: National Institutes of Health

Your environment plays a role in hearing
For people with hearing loss, a room’s acoustics play a 
significant role in how well they hear. 

It’s often easier to 
hear in a carpeted 
room with soft 
furnishings. This 
limits the sounds 
bouncing around. 
High ceilings 
and hard surfaces 
make it more 
difficult to hear, 
as sounds become 
distorted. 

If you have trouble hearing people you’re speaking with: 

• Try to choose an enclosed environment with soft fabrics 
such as curtains, carpeting, and plush seating. 

• Look for a nook or alcove, or head outside to get away 
from loud indoor noises.

• Consult an audiologist to have your hearing tested and 
learn about technology that can improve your hearing. ♦

Tinnitus: A person with tinnitus experiences 
ringing or other noises (like a buzzing, 
roaring, or clicking) in one or both ears. 
About 10 percent of Americans experience 
tinnitus.

It is usually caused by noise-induced 
hearing loss, a problem with the heart or 
blood vessels, or age-related hearing loss. It can also be 
caused by earwax, an ear infection, or medication.

Tinnitus can improve with treatment of the underlying cause, 
or with treatments that mask the noise and make it less 
noticeable. Limiting exposure to loud noise can keep it from 
getting worse.

Hyperacusis: For a person with 
hyperacusis, everyday sounds can be 
uncomfortably loud or even painful. 
Some people find this to be a minor 
annoyance, while others find it difficult 
to concentrate or become tense or 
angry.

Hyperacusis can be triggered by a 
medical condition, such as Lyme 
disease or migraines, or exposure to a sudden loud noise.

Treatment usually involves sound therapy or treating 
any medical conditions that are associated with the 
hyperacusis. ♦

There’s an app for that
If you’d like to measure the intensity of the noise in your 
environment, you can use a sound level meter app downloaded 
to your phone.

The NIOSH SLM app from 
the National Institute for 
Occupational Safety and 
Health is one app that provides 
a sound measurement. The 
app also gives examples of 
typical everyday noise levels 
and levels that can cause damage.

To prevent noise-induced hearing loss, avoid noises that are too 
loud, too close, or last a long time. Sounds at 85 decibels and 
above are dangerous, as they can harm your hearing. ♦
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