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I recently attended Monster Jam in Pittsburgh’s PPG Paints Arena, an
event where drivers compete in races with monster trucks. Upon arriving
at the show, my first observation was how loud everything was. Having
never attended a motorsport event before, I hadn’t anticipated the sound
and didn’t bring hearing protection with me. Luckily, my friends and I were
quickly able to purchase earplugs, allowing us to enjoy the show without
worry.

Shockingly, I observed far too many adults in that arena without hearing
protection at all. More shockingly, many children didn’t either—I observed
a child in front of me screaming while he ineffectively held his hands up to
his ears to shield from the noise. Perhaps most shocking of all, I observed
many children with hearing protection whose parents weren’t wearing any at
all. Why would you protect your child’s hearing but not your own?

The importance of hearing protection is understated to the general popula-
tion and is only emphasized when it’s occupation related (e.g. construction).
As a kid, we are cautioned about dental hygiene, seatbelt safety, and drugs,
but rarely, if ever, about hearing damage, which may become increasingly
prevalent with the ubiquity of earbuds.

Below, I make the case for preventing hearing damage, covering what hearing
damage entails, how common it is, and how to protect yourself.
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1 What is Hearing Damage

Hearing damage typically manifests itself as hearing loss, in which your
ability to hear sounds is reduced; tinnitus, in which your brain perceives
noise that is not truly there, preventing you from ever hearing silence again;
or hyperacusis, in which everyday sounds become painful or overwhelming.

All three are the result of damage to your cochlea, a snail-shaped structure
within your skull containing approximately 15,000 sensory hair cells that con-
vert sound waves into electrical signals for your brain to interpret as sound.
These hair cells work by bending as sound waves pass over them, triggering
the electrical signal. The louder the sound, the harder they bend, sometimes
to the point of permanent damage or cell death—leading to hearing damage.
Furthermore, these hair cells do not regenerate, meaning that damage is (at
the time of this writing) irreversible.

Hence, you should think of hearing damage as such. You have a finite pool
of hair cells. Every loud occurrence you are subjected to, such as a night at
a loud bar, may kill a small number of hair cells, which is not immediately
perceivable. But subject yourself to this multiple times, and eventually, your
hearing will indeed become noticeably worse. Furthermore, particularly loud
events such as standing next to a speaker at the club can kill enough hair
cells for you to perceive hearing damage from a single event.

2 Consequences of Hearing Damage

The immediate consequences of hearing damage are intuitive: diminished
ability to hear conversations, emotional distress, and overall lower quality
of life. However, hearing damage can have more of an impact than many
realize.

In 2024, a Lancet Commission performed a meta-analysis of longitudinal
cohort studies regarding dementia and identified hearing loss as the single
largest preventable risk factor. Specifically, eliminating hearing loss alone
would reduce dementia cases by an estimated 7%, more than depression,
traumatic brain injury, physical inactivity, diabetes, smoking, obesity, hy-
pertension, excessive alcohol, air pollution, and even visual loss. There are
many hypotheses as to why hearing loss causes dementia. One is cogni-
tive load: with hearing loss, processing speech requires significantly more
effort, diverting cognitive resources away from memory and other functions.
Another is brain atrophy, in which the parts of the brain responsible for
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processing audio physically shrink due to less usage.

3 Hearing Damage is Everywhere

Hearing damage is everywhere, and can very well happen to you if you do
not take proper precautions. According to the Global Burden of Disease
Study 2019, 1.57 billion (or approximately 1 in 5) people worldwide suffered
from hearing loss, making it the third-largest cause of disability. Streamer
Andrea Botez recently lost her hearing in one ear, and hasn’t yet recovered
two months later. She attributes it to attending raves and standing next to
speakers without any hearing protection. Bryan Johnson, widely considered
the most health-conscious person in the world, has mild to moderate hearing
loss and decided to begin wearing hearing aids. Grimes suffers from tinnitus
and previously canceled a tour due to it. One Reddit user developed tinnitus
after a single night at a club at age 22 (an update 1.5 years later indicates
that they are thankfully no longer afflicted).

4 How to Protect Your Hearing

Hearing damage is serious, irreversible, and common. Fortunately, prevent-
ing it is remarkably simple and cheap.

The easiest way to protect your hearing is to wear earplugs in loud set-
tings. When I say this, I want to emphasize that you likely underestimate
what environments are dangerously loud. You should not only wear them at
construction sites or gun ranges, but also at concerts, nightclubs, movies,
sporting events, and airplanes. Sound is measured in decibels (dB), and
exposure to sounds above 85 dB can cause hearing damage, with risk signif-
icantly increasing as volume and length of exposure rise. For reference:

Environment dB Range
Normal conversation 60–70 dB
Movie theater 74–104 dB
Airplane cabin 80–85 dB
Nightclub 82–106 dB
Concert / music festival 95–115 dB
Sporting event 95–110 dB

Sources: NIOSH Noise and Hearing Loss Prevention, WHO Make Listening
Safe, National Acoustic Laboratories, Journal of Exposure Science, North-
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eastern University, University of New Haven, and Loud Music Listening
(PMC).

At 85 dB, damage begins after 8 hours of exposure. This safe exposure time
halves with every 3 dB increase. Hence, at 100 dB (which you experience at
an average nightclub), damage begins after 15 minutes. Most people spend
far more time than 15 minutes at a nightclub.

Many fear that earplugs will "ruin" the experience, but I’ve found myself to
be able to hear music and conversations better when the environment is par-
ticularly loud. Earplugs diminish much of the background noise, enhancing
music and conversations. I prefer the Loop Quiet 2 Ear Plugs ($24.99), which
have a noise reduction rating of 14 dB. As decibels are a logarithmic scale,
this means that sounds will feel roughly half as loud. The only downside to
wearing earplugs is looking a little silly, which is not much of a trade-off.

You should also be mindful of your headphone volume, which can also cause
damage when excessive. If you’re on iOS, you can enable Headphone Safety
in Settings to cap the volume at 75 dB, which I’ve found easy to get used
to.

Certain drugs (deemed ototoxic) can also inflict hearing damage. Before tak-
ing any medication, you should research its full side effect profile (very easy
to do in the age of LLMs) and weigh the costs and benefits. Some well-known
ototoxic drugs include chemotherapy agents and aminoglycoside antibiotics,
but many commonly prescribed medications carry ototoxic risk that patients
are rarely warned about. These include Wellbutrin (bupropion), Accutane
(isotretinoin), Cialis (tadalafil), hydroxychloroquine, and high-dose ibupro-
fen and aspirin. The ototoxic risk of these latter medications is rare as most
people take them without any hearing issues, but it does happen, and those
affected are often blindsided. This is not to say that you should never take
these medications, but instead to inform yourself of the risk and to weigh
the potential tradeoffs.

There’s no excuse not to protect your hearing, considering how severe the
consequences are and how simple it is.
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