


T
here's no such thing as the "best" hearing protector.

N
eeds vary by individuals, noise environm

ent, on-the-job
com

m
unication needs, interaction w

ith other types of
safety equipm

ent, and other variables. T
he "best" H

PD
 is

the one that w
ill be consistently and properly used, all day,

every day. Keep in m
ind that the object is to obtain a

good and com
fortable seal against noise and that any leak

seriously
com

prom
ises

the protection
offered by H

PD
s.

M
ost environ-

m
ents require

15dB or less of
real protection.
T

he follow
ing

are som
e H

PD
options:

Form
able Insert P

lugs
M

ost popular varieties are m
ade from

 expandable, slow
-

recovery foam
. To use, slow

ly roll and com
press plugs

into a very thin cylinder and insert w
ell into the earcanal.

Fitting is easier if you reach around the head to pull the
ear outw

ard and upw
ard

during insertion (see figure).
T

he G
ood: Properly in-

serted, foam
 plugs offer

am
ong the best protection

available and yet are found to
be very com

fortable for m
ost

w
earers. T

he B
ad: Som

e
m

anual dexterity is required
to roll and insert the plugs,
they are subject to contam

ination in dirty environm
ents,

and they are generally treated as lim
ited-use or "throw

aw
ay" products.

P
rem

olded P
lugs

T
hese are typically m

olded from
 soft plastic w

hich is
preform

ed to fit the ear. R
each around the back of the

head and pull outw
ard and upw

ard on the ear w
hile

inserting these plugs until they feel like they are sealing
the ear. T

he G
ood: Prem

olded plugs are relatively easy
to insert and are reusable. T

he B
ad: A

lthough som
e of

the new
er versions are one-sized products, m

any are
sold in tw

o or m
ore sizes and m

ust be individually sized
for each ear. T

hey can w
ork loose w

hile w
earing and

require resealing.

C
ustom

 M
olded P

lugs
Individual im

pressions are m
ade of each earcanal using a

quick-curing m
aterial. For som

e products, the im
pressions

them
selves are coated and sealed to becom

e reusable
earplugs; for others, the im

pressions are sent to a lab to
m

ake a subsequent custom
 earm

old. T
he G

ood: Som
e

em
ployees like the

individual attention of
having their ow

n
earplugs m

olded and
fit, and for som

e ears
custom

 earm
olds are

especially com
fortable.

T
he B

ad: C
ustom

plugs are expensive,
especially w

hen the em
ployee/technician tim

e is consid-
ered as a cost. Slight and norm

al changes in earcanal size
m

ay require taking new
 im

pressions.

Sem
i-Inserts/C

anal C
aps

T
hese consist of a lightw

eight band w
ith soft rounded or

conical pods or flexible tips that seal at or near the
entrance of the earcanal. T

he G
ood: T

hey can be useful for
interm

ittent exposures, since they are quick to put on and

take off and easy to hang around the neck w
hen not

in use. T
he B

ad: They generally provide less protec-
tion than either plugs or m

uffs and aren't usually
recom

m
ended for continuous long-term

 use because
of discom

fort.

E
arm

uffs
C

onsist of rigid cups w
ith soft plastic cushions that

fit around the pinna (outer ear) and against the head.
T

he m
uffs m

ust fully enclose and seal around the
ears to properly block noise. T

he G
ood: Earm

uffs
are easy to use and fit, and to put on and take off, and
therefore generally require less training in use. T

hey
provide consistent  protection in m

ost cases. T
he

B
ad:  Safety glasses, long hair, and beards m

ay
interfere w

ith a good seal, or the m
uffs them

selves
m

ay interfere w
ith other safety equipm

ent like
helm

ets and hoods. In addition, they  m
ay feel hot or

heavy w
ith long periods of use.

P
lay it by the N

um
bers-

N
oise R

eduction E
stim

ates
Labeled N

oise R
eduction R

atings (N
R

R
s) are based

on optim
ized lab testing and bear little resem

blance
to w

hat groups of users get in practice. U
se the

presence of such a rating not as a buying guide, but
as an indicator that a device has been designed and
tested for noise reduction. Labeled N

R
R

s typically
vary from

 20-30 decibels; in practice the protection
that can norm

ally be achieved is about 10-20 decibels
or less, especially w

hen poorly fitted. T
his m

odest
degree of protection m

ay be sufficient for som
e

industrial environm
ents as long as the devices are

w
orn consistently, how

ever, the highest values of
attenuation are achieved by w

earing foam
 earplugs,

earm
uffs, or a com

bination of those tw
o.
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T
he "best" H

PD
is the one that

w
ill be consistently

and properly used,
all day, every day.




