
The importance of looking after your hearing 

Many people associate hearing loss with getting older or being 
exposed to industrial sound over their lifetime, but hearing loss 
is very common for musicians, too. Some studies suggest that 
professional musicians are almost four times more likely to 
develop noise-induced hearing loss than the general public. 
Research also suggests that professional musicians are 57% 
more likely to develop ringing or buzzing sounds in their ears, 
which can be constant.  

 
What is “noise-induced hearing loss”? 
This is a permanent change in the way in which your ears convert sound from mechanical 
energy to electronic energy, which will permanently change your ability to perceive and 
discriminate volume, pitch, timbre and range of sound. It’s not just a change in volume: it’s a 
slow change that distorts sound, a bit like when an amplifier is blown. Given the importance 
of good hearing in a music career, or as a lifelong musician, it’s important to try and prevent 
this type of change from happening. 
 
Does it happen suddenly? 
Not really. Most of the time, people with hearing loss often have a prolonged exposure (5–
20 years) to loud sounds for several hours a day. But some very loud sound can damage 
hearing immediately. Some orchestral sound can be very loud and could impact hearing 
immediately.  
 
What happens to my ears if they are exposed to too 
much sound? 
A few things happen: Some “big” changes occur in this 
very small part of our bodies: tiny little cells in the ears 
called “hair cells” are damaged. This causes a loss of 
volume and resolution in the system. This has a flow-on 
effect to the rest of the hearing system, including the 
hearing nerves. Some chemical and structural changes 
take place causing “tangling” of some structures in the 
ears. This causes changes in pitch perception. 
 
How do I know if I’m at risk?  
Most musicians know when sound is loud, but they often 
don’t know whether it’s dangerously loud. This is hard to 
tell because your ears can tolerate and (enjoy) loud sounds 
for short times and no damage will occur. However, if you 
listened to that sound for longer periods of time, it could 
be damaging. Sound becomes dangerous when it’s TOO 
LOUD for TOO LONG. All of us have a certain tolerance for 
sound, and most people will know when sound is 
uncomfortably loud. If you are feeling uncomfortable, or if 
your ears are hurting, the sound is probably too loud to expose yourself to for any length of 
time. Some people report a sense of auditory fatigue or tiredness if they’ve been listening to 
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loud sound for too long. If you feel like your ears are dull, ache, feel full or you experience 
ringing or buzzing in your ears, or sound sensitivity after a practice or a performance, you 
may be at risk for hearing loss.  
 
It’s important to appreciate the impact of your own instrument on your own hearing, 
including practice and performance time, and the effect of your instrument on another 
person’s hearing. Also think about how other sections may impact your hearing. Generally, 
certain sections are more at risk than others and some instruments pose more of a risk to 
one ear than the other. 
 

What can I do to protect my hearing? 

If you’re concerned about your hearing, take ACTION: 

A:  Apps. A great tool at your disposal is to get an idea of your exposure levels while you’re 

practising or performing. There are lots of great apps that measure sound levels and sound 

exposure over time. A good one is called “Noisee”, which has a duration monitor too: you 

can see how long you’re safe, playing or listening at that level. Remember that these should 

be used as a GUIDE. 

C: Consult. Speak to a hearing professional: audiologists are 

people who can provide excellent advice on your hearing and 

give you tips to protect your hearing. Some audiologists 

specialise in consulting with musicians and they’ll be able to 

advise you about specific earplugs made for musicians, which 

can be ready to wear or even custom made to fit your ears 

perfectly. This is a really good investment in your future hearing 

health and wellbeing.  

T: Talk. Talk to fellow musicians and friends about their hearing 

and what works for them. Talk to your mentors and teachers 

about their experiences. 

 I: Information. Embrace a culture of healthy hearing for your lifetime. Respect your hearing 

and sound, respect other people’s hearing and sound. 

O: Organisation. If you have a concern about your hearing, or your sound exposure at QYO, 

speak to someone. Talk to your section principal. You have access to risers, acoustic shields, 

and foam earplugs. Asking for these to be employed is a proactive and responsible action.  

N: Navigate. Your lifetime or sound exposure is varied and rich and you will move from very 

quiet environments to very noisy ones. Your experience of sound must be enjoyed and 

embraced. You don’t have to over-protect your hearing, just protect your hearing when you 

need to! 

 

If you have any questions, feel free to call 

Lauren on 04 3734 5365 




