Common Mistakes When Using Hearing
Protection Meeting Kit
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WHAT'S AT STAKE

Understanding the common mistakes people make when using hearing protection is
crucial, because simply having earplugs or earmuffs isn’'t enough to safeguard your
hearing. If they’re not used correctly, they offer little to no protection, leaving
your delicate inner ear vulnerable to the very loud noise you’re trying to block out.
Making these mistakes means that even with safety equipment available, you’re still
exposing your ears to damaging noise levels. This can result in all the negative
consequences of hearing loss.

WHAT'S THE DANGER

When people make mistakes with hearing protection, the danger isn’t just a minor
oversight; it’'s a direct pathway to preventable and permanent hearing damage, despite
the equipment being present.

Ineffective Noise Reduction

The most immediate danger is that common mistakes render hearing protection
ineffective at reducing noise. Whether it’s earplugs not inserted deeply enough,
earmuffs not properly sealed against the head, or hearing protection that’s simply
the wrong type for the specific noise level, the result is the same: hazardous sound
waves still reach the inner ear. This means your ears are receiving far more noise
than you realize, exposing them to damaging decibel levels that lead to the same
irreversible hair cell damage as if no protection were worn at all. The very purpose
of the protection is defeated.

False Sense of Security

A more insidious danger is the false sense of security that improper use can create.
A worker might believe they are adequately protected because they are wearing
earplugs or earmuffs, even if those devices are not providing the necessary noise
reduction. This misconception can lead to prolonged exposure in dangerously loud
environments, as the worker might not perceive the risk. This unawareness of true
exposure levels prevents them from taking additional precautions, such as moving to a
quieter area or using different, more effective protection, allowing cumulative
damage to occur silently over time.
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HOW TO PROTECT YOURSELF

To protect yourself from the dangers of common mistakes when using hearing
protection, the key is to move beyond simply having the equipment to ensure its
effective and diligent use every single time. Your safety depends on getting it
right.

Choose the Right Protection

To truly protect your hearing, it all starts with picking the right gear for the
noise you’'re in.

Understand the Noise Reduction Rating (NRR): This number on earplugs and earmuffs
tells you how much sound they’re designed to block out. You’'ll need to choose
protection with an NRR that’s appropriate for the specific noise levels you're
exposed to.

Match protection to the environment: Consider how loud your work area is. For
extremely high-noise areas, you might need dual protection (wearing both earplugs and
earmuffs). In moderately noisy spots, a good pair of well-fitted earplugs could be
sufficient.

Ultimately, knowing the right tool for your specific job and its noise level is
fundamental to proper protection.

Ensure Proper Fit and Use

Even the best hearing protection is useless if it doesn’'t fit correctly or isn’t used
as intended. For earplugs, this means rolling them down properly and inserting them
deeply enough into the ear canal to create a tight seal. For earmuffs, ensure the
cups completely cover your ears and the headband provides a snug, even pressure all
around. Many mistakes happen because people don’'t take the time to ensure a proper
seal, allowing noise to leak in. Always take a moment to check that your protection
feels secure and effectively muffles sound.

Inspect and Maintain Regularly

Another crucial aspect of self-protection is regularly inspecting your hearing
protection for damage or wear. Earplugs can become soiled, lose their elasticity, or
tear, compromising their effectiveness. Earmuffs can develop cracks in the cups,
loose ear cushions, or weakened headbands, all of which break the vital seal. Make it
a habit to check your gear before each use. If you find any damage, replace it
immediately. Keeping your hearing protection clean also helps maintain its integrity
and reduces the risk of ear infections.

Consistent and Continuous Use

A very common mistake is inconsistent use — taking off hearing protection “just for a
minute” or only wearing it when the noise seems loudest. This creates dangerous gaps
in your protection. Even brief periods of exposure to hazardous noise can contribute
to permanent hearing damage. To truly protect yourself, you must wear your hearing
protection continuously for the entire duration you are in a noisy environment,
without exception. There are no “safe” short breaks when it comes to hazardous noise.

FINAL WORD

The truth about hearing protection: it only works if you use it right, every single



time. Simply having it isn’t enough; common mistakes can give you a false sense of
security while your hearing is still at risk.




