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Noise, or unwanted sound, is one of the most pervasive
occupational health problems in all industries today. It is
caused by many different industrial processes. The chart
to the left shows sound levels as measured in decibels (dBA).

Noise Reduction Rating (NRR)

Fastenal Safety Specialists

The average sound level reduction (attenuation) provided by hearing protection devices is called the Noise Reduction 
Rating (NRR). For most users, the NRR provided by the manufacturer can overestimate the protection of the device in real 

world applications; therefore, it is often recommended to calculate a reduced NRR. The example below shows how a reduced 
NRR rating can be calculated.

Common Hearing Protection Devices
Disposable Earplugs

Reusable Earplugs

Earmuffs

Metal Detectable Earplugs

Banded Earplugs

Ideal for companies with many employees
that go through large quantities of plugs

Offer cost savings over disposable plugs
as they can be washed and reused

Worn over the ear for all day comfort and can
be worn with ear plugs for extra protection

Always blue in color in order to stick out 
as a non-edible food color and can be
detected by a metal detector if dropped
into a food processing line

Ideal for employees going in and out
of noisy areas as they are designed for
fast and easy insertion and removal

Still unsure what hearing protection solution is best for you? Contact our safety 
specialists for help today by emailing safetyquestions@fastenal.com.

Hearing Conservation Training

Cost Savings Ideas

Safety Vending Programs

Local Service and Support

Bulldozer Noise Exposure: 100 dBA

Earplug NRR Rating: 33 dB

Subtract 7 dB from the NRR: 33 dB - 7 dB = 26 dB
Divide by 2: 26 / 2 = 13 dB

Subtract 13 dB from the noise exposure level: 100 dB - 13 dB = 87 dB

87 dB = Protected Exposure Level (PEL)

OSHA recommends 
that employees  not be exposed to 

noise levels greater than 85 dBA
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Why Is Sound Dangerous?

What Are Sound Levels?

Noise-induced hearing loss can be temporary or
permanent. In most cases, temporary hearing loss is caused
from short-term exposure to excessive noise, with hearing
returning to normal after a period of rest. Prolonged 
exposure to high noise levels over a period of time can
gradually cause permanent hearing damage.

Do I Need Hearing Protection?
The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA)
recommends that all employees exposed to noise levels at 
or above 85 decibels (dBA) averaged over eight working hours
wear some form of hearing protection device. Employers 
must provide employees with a selection of at least one
variety of hearing plug and one variety of hearing muff at no
cost to the worker. See below for some tips on what is 
required to implement a hearing protection program for
your employees today.

Protecting Your Employees From Noise Exposure

Test
Employers must establish and maintain an audiometric 
testing program for employees exposed to elevated 
sound levels. Audiometric testing monitors an 
employee’s hearing over time. It also provides an 
opportunity for employers to educate their workers 
about their hearing and the need to protect it.

Monitor
Employers are required to monitor noise exposure 
levels in a way that accurately identifies employees 
exposed to noise at or above 85 decibels (dB) averaged 
over eight working hours.

Train
Training is very important. Workers who understand 
the reason for hearing protection programs will be 
more motivated to wear their protectors and take 
audiometric tests. Employees should be trained on the 
purpose, selection and care of hearing protection as 
well as the purpose and procedures of audiometric 
testing.

Record
Employers must keep noise exposure measurement 
records for two years and maintain records of 
audiometric test results for the duration of the 
affected worker’s employment.

Sources:
https://www.osha.gov/SLTC/noisehearingconservation/

https://www.osha.gov/Publications/osha3074.pdf

How to Use the Noise Reduction Rating (NRR). Maplewood, MN: 3M, 2000. .pdf


