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M
usicians say it’s all in the feeling —

 the raw
 surge

of pow
er from

 the sound that m
akes you feel at

one w
ith the m

usic and the crow
d. T

he dow
n side

is that too m
any decibels can result in perm

anent
dam

age to your ears.  Your local audiologist or
hearing health professional can suggest w

ays of
enjoying the loud sensation of the m

usic w
hile

playing at a less dam
aging level.

M
usicians are in the business of sound, but m

any
are at risk of dam

aging their ability to do the w
ork

they love due to noise-induced hearing loss. Ted
N

ugent, Pete Tow
nsend, Lars U

lrich, and countless
others are living testim

ony to the dam
age that high

sound levels can do to unprotected ears.

T
his guide is intended to help m

usicians protect
them

selves from
 the effects of excessive exposure

to sound by providing inform
ation and education

about noise and hearing.

W
hile rock m

usicians get their share of the blam
e

for playing too loud, significant exposure to noise can
occur in m

any other m
usical settings.

Sym
phony m

usicians, w
ho in m

any cases put in long
hours of rehearsal, m

ay be exposed to sound levels
that exceed O

SH
A

 perm
issible lim

its. R
esearch has

found sound levels exceeding 100 dBA
 average,

based on
location and
acoustical

properties of the
rehearsal and
perform

ance
venues.

T
he high pow

er of
professional public
address system

s m
akes

no entertainer, crew
, or

concert goer im
m

une to
the effects of noise.

H
ow

 D
id T

his H
appen to M

e?
T

he part of the hearing system
 that converts sound

w
aves (a physical effect) into nerve im

pulses for your
brain to handle (electrical signal) is called the
cochlea. T

he actual conversion takes place w
hen fluid,

excited by sound w
aves conducted through the ear,

puts the hair cells inside your cochlea into m
otion.

T
he hair cells in your ear act like the grass in your

law
n —

 w
alk on them

 a little, and they recover.  W
alk

on them
 too m

uch, and the dam
age is perm

anent.
R

epeated and excessive exposure to noise is like
w

alking on the grass too m
uch. D

ead hair cells w
on’t

let you hear, they w
on’t grow

 back, and you can’t
re-seed your ear.

For m
ore inform

ation, contact:
N

ational H
earing Conservation Association

7995 E. Prentice Avenue, Suite 100
G

reenw
ood Village, CO

 80111-2710
303-224-9022 (V), 303-770-1614 (F)
nhca@

gwam
i.com

 (E-m
ail)

www.hearingconservation.org
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Perm
ission is granted for individuals to print and copy this docum

ent.
H

ow
ever, the docum

ent cannot be used com
m

ercially w
ithout perm

ission
from

 the N
H

C
A office.
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T
he hum

an hearing m
echanism

 is am
azingly sensitive.

A
long w

ith the ability to hear a pin drop (literally!), it
can accom

m
odate extrem

e sound pressures like
gunshots and explosions.

D
am

age starts to occur w
ith extended exposures to

sound levels of around 85 dBA
. T

he higher the sound
level, the greater the risk of dam

age; the longer the tim
e

of exposure, the greater the risk.

H
ow

 can you tell w
hen the sound around you, be it

industrial, m
usical, or otherw

ise, is reaching the point
w

here it is
dangerous to your
hearing? H

ere are
a couple of clues
to help figure out
if the noise is too
m

uch for your
ears.

T
innitus or

ringing in the ears
is a sign of potential dam

age.  If you hear a ringing or a
rushing sound in your ears after playing, it w

as too loud.

Tem
porary T

hreshold Shift —
 after exposure to

loud noise, you m
ay lose som

e hearing, then recover
after a rest period in quiet. If, after exposure to noise,
conversation sounds m

uffled or unclear, it’s likely that
you overloaded your hearing system

.

R
aise your voice —

 if you m
ust strain your voice to

be heard at a distance of about three feet, sound levels
are likely approaching the dangerous range.

■■ ■■■
     Turn dow

n. Let the PA
 carry the load; keep stage

volum
e at a m

inim
um

 to protect your hearing.

■■ ■■■ M
onitor your

m
onitors. U

sing
custom

 earm
old (or

in-the-ear) m
onitors

can help reduce
levels on stage.

■■ ■■■ P
rotect your

ears. C
om

m
only

available industrial
earplugs m

ay not be
w

ell suited for
m

usical applications
due to their strong
reduction of treble
frequencies. Several
m

anufacturers
provide m

usician’s plugs (like ER
-15, ER

-25, and the
vented/filtered type), designed to protect relatively equally
at all frequencies, m

aking the m
usic sound natural. Each

plug has a different effect, and each m
ay be suitable for

different m
usicians in different situations. C

ontact your
audiologist or hearing health professional for m

ore details.

■
 

■
 

■
 

■
 

■
 E

quipm
ent positioning. Position speaker cabinets so

that your ears do not get the full force of the acoustical
energy. If custom

 earphone m
onitors are not available,

position side fills and floor w
edge m

onitors as far aw
ay

as practical.

■
 

■
 

■
 

■
 

■
 Save it for the gig. T

he tim
e you spend in rehearsal

adds to your total noise dose. R
ehearse at m

oderate
volum

e levels. Talk to the drum
m

er about using sm
aller

or softer tip sticks for rehearsal.

You only get
one set of ears —
treat them

 right!

A
 Q

uick H
earing Test

Pick a quiet place to park your
car on the w

ay into a concert,
rehearsal hall or club. Set the
volum

e on your radio so it is
just barely audible.  T

hen,
w

ithout adjusting the volum
e,

see if you can hear the radio
after the show

 or rehearsal.
If not, you are experiencing a
tem

porary threshold shift
—

 w
hich w

ith repeated
exposures, m

ay becom
e

perm
anent.

Your ears can’t tell the difference betw
een the sound

you expose yourself to in rehearsal and perform
ance

from
 the noise involved w

ith the rest of your day.
Total cum

ulative noise dose is the final w
ord on how

your hearing w
ill last over tim

e.

Lots of things
can contrib-
ute to your
daily noise
dose.  A

 day
job in a noisy
factory;
operating
noisy law

n or
w

oodw
orking

equipm
ent;

boom
 cars;

firearm
s use;

and m
any

other
com

m
on

activities can
result in
potential
danger to
your ears.

T
his chart

w
ill show

 you
the range of
som

e
com

m
on

sounds.
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