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Information about Noise Control – Hearing protection

Selection of hearing protectors based  
on noise reduction (attenuation) required.

The main methods of selecting a hearing protector  
include the octave band method, the SLC80 method  
and the classification method. These methods are 
described in AS/NZS 1269.3:2005 - Occupational  
noise management – Part 3 – Hearing protector program. 
Of these, the classification method, is the simplest and 
most widely used.

The classification method rates hearing protectors from 
Class 1 to 5. To use this method, it is necessary to know 
the employee’s’ eight hour exposure level (LAeq8h) and 
then select the class of protector as indicated in the table 
below. The corresponding SLC80 values are also shown  
in the table below.

Relationship between class and SLC80  
of hearing protector

Class SLC80 range LAeq8hr dB(A)
1 10 - 13 Less than 90

2 14 - 17 90 to less than 95

3 18 - 21 95 to less than 100

4 22 - 25 100 to less than 105

5 26 or greater 105 to less than 110

Table 1: Modified Table E1, AS/NZS 1269.3

The Class, SLC80 value and the noise reduction 
(attenuation) data at various frequencies (for the octave 
method) are usually described in packaging or on the 
hearing protector itself.

Earplugs and earmuffs used together

If a high level of protection is required because of 
excessive noise levels, earplugs and earmuffs can be used 
in combination. It is important to note that when earplugs 
and earmuffs are worn together the noise reduction 
provided by the individual hearing protectors cannot be 
added together to give the combined noise reduction.

For example:

Protector A - SLC80 = 26 dB

Ear plug - SLC80 = 22 dB

Protector A and ear plug worn together = 35 dB

Information on the combined noise reduction may be 
available from the manufacturer. As a general rule add 5 
dB to the higher value to estimate the total noise reduction.

Wearing hearing protectors
Employers should ensure employees wear hearing 
protectors when and where they are needed and for the 
entire time they are needed. Removing hearing protectors 
even for short periods of time can significantly decrease 
the protection provided.

Table 2 below illustrates how the protection provided by  
a hearing protector rated at 30dB is affected when it is  
not worn for short periods of time.

Percentage of  
exposure time worn

Effective protection 
(dB(A))

100% 30

98.6% 18

84% 8
Table 2: Effective protection vs percentage of exposure time worn

As shown above, if hearing protection is worn  
98.6 per cent of the exposure time it only provides  
18 dB overall reduction instead of 30dB. Similarly, if it  
is worn for 84% of the time, it only provides an effective 
reduction of 8dB instead of 30 dB.

Therefore, it is better to select a protector that is 
comfortable as it is more likely to be worn during the  
entire exposure rather than selecting a high noise 
reduction protector that may be uncomfortable and likely  
to be removed for short periods of time.

Involving employees in the selection of hearing protectors 
where they are able to personally trial and choose their 
own device may assist in ensuring their use. Managers  
and supervisors should also encourage the use of hearing 
protectors by setting an example themselves and providing 
supervision to ensure hearing protectors are worn at all 
times where required.


