Too loud: Recent research suggests that even in utero,
excessive volume can damage hearing
BY NICK TAVARES
Special to the Statesman Journal
It's easy to think of a few classic guidelines for a happy, healthy childhood. Look both
ways before crossing the street. Eat your veggies. Be polite in class.
Don't turn your iPod volume past 75 percent?
It's a real concern for parents these days. With more and more young children receiving
MP3 players in all shapes and sizes as gifts, parents need to be on their toes to help
ensure their children's aural health.
Sony unveiled the Walkman in 1979, and portable music has been a staple for music
fans ever since. But only recently with the popularity of MP3 players, in particular
Apple's iPod and Microsoft's Zune, and the earbuds that accompany them, has the
issue of hearing damage and headphones become such a hot topic. Protecting hearing
is a must -- and the earlier it begins, the better.
"Excessive volume can have an affect at any point in life, even in utero. Three out of five
babies are born with some level of hearing loss," says C. Scot Frink, an audiologist in
Salem. Many states have mandated screening within 24 hours of birth with otoacoustic
emissions, a very accurate, quick and inexpensive test that usually catches any hearing
loss before the baby has left the hospital.
"The first school screening is when hearing loss is often first detected, but a lot can be
detected much sooner," says Frink. "Most moms can detect that something might be
wrong very early on."
A joint study last year by the University of Colorado and Children's Hospital in Boston
resulted in the first-ever analysis of safe listening levels using earphones. The study
noted that a typical person can safely listen to a portable music device for 4.6 hours a
day at 70 percent volume with the provided ear bud earphones.
"Damage to hearing occurs when a person is exposed to loud sounds over time," says
Cory Portnuff, a doctoral researcher in the University of Colorado's Speech, Language
and Hearing Sciences department. "The risk of hearing loss increases as sound is
played louder and louder for long durations, so knowing the levels at which one is
listening to music, and for how long, is extremely important."
Frink suggests that different types of music may play a role in hearing loss, too.

"Classical music is actually more damaging than rock due to the many high frequencies
in the music...typically, anything over 75 percent is too loud," Frink says. "That might be
a sign of hearing loss itself."
Frink also says that the ear buds themselves could lend to hearing loss. Ear buds are
designed to sit directly in the ear canal, but their ability to filter sound varies from brand
to brand.
"With custom-fit headphones, I don't have to have the volume nearly as high, so I use
about 25 percent of the volume range. More sound will go into the ear, yes, but less
sound will leave, too," Frink explains, and that can help lessen the impact on the ears.
Frink offers a valuable tip: "When it comes to loud noise, there's an easy gauge: if the
kid is wearing headphones and you can hear it, it's too loud." Apple has installed safety
measures into the latest versions of the iPod, including a parent-controlled lock that
restricts how loud the volume can go.
"The software on the iPod is actually designed for the parents to safeguard the volume,"
says Frink. "I really think that Apple should be credited; they've stepped up where others
have not."
There are other hazards to your ears out there, as well. Viruses can lead to ear
infections, a common occurrence in children. If left untreated, hearing damage can
result. "Normal viruses can affect children's hearing, so the key is monitoring hearing as
much as other aspects of health," Frink says.
Again, prevention is the key because, when it comes to hearing, most of us only get one
chance to save it. Start when they are young, and your children stand a greater chance
of making it to adulthood with healthier ears.
"Protect your hearing as much as possible," says Frink. "Eighty-five percent of hearing
loss is the result of nerve damage, and that can't be replaced. We can do a lot of great
things with hearing aids to help people out as much as possible, but nothing will ever
give you normal hearing back."

This story was published in the Salem Statesman Journal on October 30, 2007

