HEARING CONSERVATION
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Facilities/maintenance employees often perform duties using
noise-generating equipment. Over time, exposure to high noise
levels can potentially result in hearing loss.

HEARING CONSERVATION

The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA)
requires that employers develop a hearing conservation plan when
sound level exposures exceed time-weighted average of 85 decibels
(dB) over eight hours, measured on the A-weighted system (dBA).
This is also called the action level. The written plan consists of
more than merely providing hearing personal protective equipment.
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Depending on the noise level of equipment commonly
used by maintenance personnel and exposure time, the
action level may be exceeded. MCIT has measured the
sound levels of different equipment used by facilities/
maintenance employees. MCIT consultants have
measured the following short-term noise exposures at
member facilities: bench grinder, 88 dBA; push mower
91 dBA; lawn tractor, 94 dBA. Other examples of
common equipment can be found in Table A.
TABLE A: NOISE LEVELS OF COMMON SOUNDS
80–90 Decibels

100+ Decibels

Determine the noise level of that equipment.
Decibel ratings can often be found on the
manufacturer’s plate affixed to that equipment or
in the owner’s manual. A sound level meter can also
be used to determine a snapshot of the equipment’s
noise level. An MCIT loss control consultant can
assist with these readings.
In situations where an employee is exposed to
multiple noises over an eight-hour workday or
where there is uncertainty of the noise level
exposure, further determination can be made
using a dosimeter. This device uses a monitor that
is attached near the hearing zone of an employee
and can calculate the eight-hour, time-weighted
noise average.
TABLE B: OSHA DAILY PERMISSIBLE NOISE EXPOSURE

Hand Drill

Snow Blower

Push Mower

Leaf Blower

Gas Trimmer

Chain Saw

8

90

Air Compressor

Circular Saw

6

92

Shop Vac

Car Horn

4

95

3

97

2

100

1.5

102

1

105

0.5

110

0.25 or Less

115

Hours Per Day

Sound Level (dBA)

To determine if using this equipment exceeds the
permissible noise exposure as directed by OSHA,
both the sound level and time exposed are factored.
For example, if an employee is clearing brush and
operating a chain saw (dBA of 105) for more than
one hour in a typical workday, this would trigger the
implementation of a noise conservation program.
This exposure would require inclusion in a hearing
conservation program regardless of any hearing
protection the employee may be wearing.
Table B shows the maximum hours per day that an
employee can be exposed to different sound levels.

MITIGATING NOISE EXPOSURE
When it is determined that an employee is exposed

To determine whether an employee is exposed to the

to noise at an eight-hour, time-weighted average of

action level that would require inclusion in a hearing

85 dBA or more, the next step is to try to remedy

conservation program, start by determining the noise

the exposure through engineering or administrative

level that equipment makes when operated. To do this,

controls. These remedies could include muffling the

consider the following:

noise with baffles or other dampeners, replacing the

Work with employees to make a list of equipment
that generate loud noise. As a rule of thumb, if you
have to shout to be heard from three feet away, the
level is close to 85 dBA.

equipment with quieter models, or changing work
patterns to reduce an employee’s exposure.
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The use of personal protective equipment (PPE) to
reduce the noise level will not affect this determination
but may be required. Examples of engineering and
administrative controls are found in Table C.
If, after these controls, the noise is still above the
action level, OSHA requires employers to develop a
written hearing conservation program. This program
must include the following:
Documentation of noise exposure levels.
Identification and notification of employees
exposed to noise at or above the action level.
Implementation of an audiometric testing program,
including a baseline audiogram and subsequent
annual testing. These yearly follow-up tests indicate
whether the hearing conservation program is
preventing hearing loss.
Employee training at least annually regarding
the effects of noise on hearing; the purpose,
advantages and disadvantages of various types
of hearing protectors; the selection, fit and care
of protectors; and the purpose and procedures of
audiometric testing.
Evaluation, selection, proper use, care and
availability of hearing protection devices.
Recording and retention of noise level and
audiometric testing records.
Even if noise levels do not exceed the action level,
measures should be taken to protect the hearing of

TABLE C:
EXAMPLES OF ENGINEERING AND ADMINISTRATIVE CONTROLS
Engineering Controls

Administrative Controls

Choose low-noise
equipment and tools

Limit time that employee
works with noisy equipment

Add mufflers or baffles to
dissipate sound

Distance employees from
noise source

Place barrier between
source of noise and
employee

Review work procedures to
determine potential sound
level reduction

Reduce equipment
vibration

Increase noise awareness
and training

Lubricate equipment
Isolate or enclose noise
source

Further safety rules and regulations regarding
hearing conservation can primarily be found in
OSHA Standard 29 CFR1910.95, Occupational Noise
Exposure. Additional information can be found in
OSHA Publication No. 3074, “Hearing Conservation,”
available at OSHA.gov.

employees in noisy surroundings. Hearing protection
suitable for the environment should always be
provided and encouraged when working around
loud equipment. In addition, warning signs should
be posted in noise hazard areas and labels placed on
identified noisy equipment.
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HEARING CONSERVATION PROGRAM CHECKUP
ITEM

YES

NO

ACTION ITEM

Is there an inventory of equipment that generates loud noise?
Has the level of noise from inventoried equipment been determined?
Have engineering controls been applied to mitigate noise?
Have administrative controls been applied to mitigate noise?
If the noise level of a piece(s) of equipment is greater than or equal to 85
dBA, does the time of employee exposure exceed the action level required
to implement a hearing conservation program as per OSHA Standard 29
CFR1910.95?
If a hearing conservation program is required by OSHA, does it document
noise levels and employees who meet the action level of 85 dBA or greater
during a time-weighted eight-hour work day?
If a hearing conservation program is required by OSHA, does it include
notification of employees meeting the action level and their involvement in
the hearing conservation program?
If a hearing conservation program is required by OSHA, does it document
training on the effects of noise on hearing; the purpose and procedures
of the program; and how to choose, use and care for proper ear
protection equipment?
If a hearing conservation program is required by OSHA, has a plan for
baseline and subsequent yearly audiometric testing been put in place?
If a hearing conservation program is required by OSHA, does it provide
properly fitted ear protection that is worn and cared for?
If a hearing conservation program is required by OSHA, are testing records
retained for the entire length of employment?
If a hearing conservation program is required by OSHA, is the hearing conservation updated to take into account changes in work processes and equipment?
Is hearing protection made available to employees who are not included in
a hearing conservation program but still have an exposure to noise?
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