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onstruction sites can be very noisy places—kind of like 
a Rolling Stones concert, but much longer in duration. 
A lot of the equipment we use on a regular basis in the 

construction industry can produce sufficient levels of noise to 
cause hearing loss when a worker is exposed to that noise for 
extended periods of time. Complicating this loss of hearing is 
the fact that the loss comes over an extended period of time. 
A worker who cannot hear may be in more danger on the job 
site. He also may develop tinnitus (a ringing sound in the ears), 
increased stress levels, and increased blood pressure. The 
ability to hear what is happening around us is an important part 
of working safely.

Noise levels are measured in decibels (dBA). The scale used 
for measuring decibels is a bit like the scale used to measure 
earthquakes. The noise at 73 decibels is about 2 times louder 
than the noise at 70 dBA. The Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA) has developed rules regarding how 
long a worker can be exposed to noise levels before hearing 
protection becomes mandatory. 

Worker is allowed to  
be unprotected At this noise level
Up to 8 h 90 dBA
Up to 4 h 95 dBA
Up to 1 h 105 dBA
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Obviously, noise levels change with our proximity to the 
equipment and the nature of the noise. An end loader may be 
measured at 94 dBA from 10 ft away but may only measure 
82 dBA from 70 ft away. A crane making a heavy lift may 
be measured at 96 dBA but may only measure 78 dBA when 
resting. Short, loud noises (impacts) are the most damaging 
types of noise.

What can be done to prevent injury from high levels of noise?
• Measure the noise on the site—meters can be purchased at 

relatively low cost.
• Make the work site quieter—maintain equipment in good 

working order and be sure mufflers are working properly. 
Locate compressors and generators as far from the workers 
as feasible. Shield workers from the sources of noise with 
plywood or plastic sheeting around the equipment.

• Cut the duration of exposure—rotate workers through noisy 
jobs when possible. Take breaks from noisy exposures.

• Wear protective equipment—once the noise exposure 
is defined, the proper personal protective equipment (PPE) 
can be provided. Be sure that it is being used properly. 
Providing equipment that is easy to put on and take off is 
critical. PPE should not be overly cumbersome.

• Have your hearing checked annually. Hearing loss usually 
happens gradually. An annual check-up will provide a clue 
as to how well the protection is working.
As with most PPE, many employees do not want to wear 

hearing protection. They are afraid they will not hear voices 
or warning signals. However, newer devices are much better 
filters. Remember, it is not necessary to eliminate all the 
noise, merely to reduce it to a safe level. By taking some time 
to evaluate the exposure levels on job sites, the long-term threat 
of loss of hearing can be mitigated. Hearing loss does not have 
to be accepted as a souvenir from of a career in construction. 

Hear, Here...
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What are typical noise levels? A normal conversation is conducted 
at about 70 dBA. Listed below are typical measurements for 
specific types of construction equipment.

Equipment dBA Equipment dBA
pneumatic 
chip hammer 103 to 113 earth  

compactor 90 to 96

jack hammer 102 to 111 crane 90 to 96
concrete saw 99 to 102 hammer 87 to 95
bulldozer 93 to 96 end loader 86 to 94
skilsaw 88 to 102 backhoe 84 to 93


