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Information about Noise Control – Hearing protection

Earplugs
Earplugs (figure 2) may be made from expandable foam, 
pre-moulded reusable material, or custom moulded to  
an employee’s ear canal. Earplugs tend to be more 
comfortable than earmuffs when used for long periods  
of time, particularly in hot or humid work environments.  
The level of protection provided by earplugs is highly 
dependent on achieving a good fit.

Expandable foam ear plugs are rolled up into a thin tube 
and inserted into the ear canal. The use of these types  
of earplugs may present hygiene issues when used in 
dirty work environments.

Figure 2: Top left - foam plugs, top right - reusable plugs, and  
bottom - custom moulded plugs

Reusable ear plugs are usually made of silicone or similar 
materials and are inserted or pushed into the ear canal. 
These plugs are washable and can be used in dirty 
environments as they don’t need to be handled or rolled 
like expandable foam plugs. Custom moulded earplugs 
providea high level of protection as they are moulded 
specifically for the wearer’s ear canal.

Ear canal caps
Ear canal caps (figure 3) are usually on a headband and 
seal the entrance to the ear canal. They are not inserted 
into the ear canal. These are usually more convenient  
when they have to be taken on and off (eg when passing 
through noisy areas or being in noisy areas for very short 
periods of time). However, ear canal caps generally provide 
less noise protection.

Figure 3: Example of ear canal caps

Selection of hearing protectors

It is important to ensure that the hearing protector  
chosen provides adequate protection and is worn at all 
times in noisy areas. Moreover, hearing protectors should 
not reduce noise exposure to below 75 dBA. This is 
because overprotection may isolate an employee from  
their surroundings, make communication more difficult  
and warning signals such as sirens and reversing forklifts, 
difficult to hear.

The following factors need to be considered when 
selecting hearing protectors:

 • level of noise reduction (attenuation) provided

 • compliance with AS/NZS 1270:2002,  
Acoustics – Hearing protectors

 • compatibility with job requirements such as working  
in hot environments

 • using other protective equipment such as helmets  
and googles that may affect the hearing protector

 • comfort for the wearer to ensure that they are fitted 
properly and worn

 • hygiene and the potential for ear infections in 
unhygienic or dirty work environments

 • safety considerations including overprotection and  
the ability to hear warning signals.


