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Personal Music Devices Can Cause Hearing Loss, Expert Says

You could be doing as much damage to your hearing with those tiny ear buds tucked discreetly in your ears as the guy rolling down the street with the window-rattling speakers in his car.

UK HealthCare ear, nose and throat specialist Dr. Sanford Archer says the clean, pure sounds of digital music make listeners inclined to crank them up a few notches, compared to the modern MP3 player’s portable cassette-and-radio ancestor.

“It’s like a rock concert in your ears,” Archer said. “The louder it is, the better it sounds—or so we think.”

But just as a concert can expose the audience to long periods of high decibels, turning up the volume on portable music players can cause a “temporary threshold shift,” Archer said. In other words, you may experience temporary hearing loss.

However, the danger posed by MP3 players is the very thing that makes them appealing—they hold thousands of songs and can play for hours. The longer you listen—even at a level that seems reasonable—the more damage you can do to the delicate hair cells that transmit sound impulses to the brain.

Most MP3 players are capable of playing above 100 decibels. That’s loud, considering that the sound of a lawnmower is about 85 decibels, a level that can cause significant hearing loss after just a few hours. And just as few people wear ear protection while mowing the lawn, many don’t consider the dangers of their MP3 devices, either.

“Hearing loss isn’t always immediately apparent, so they don’t think they’re affecting their hearing, although some people may start to notice ringing in the ears, or muffled sound. What they don’t realize, however, is that hearing loss may not be apparent until much later in life,” Archer said.

Archer loves his iPod, too—but recommends listening in small doses—just a few songs at a time.

Above all, he recommends the same thing you might want to say the next time the guy with the big speakers pulls up behind you in traffic and sets in motion the hula dancer on your dashboard: “Turn the music down,” Archer said.

Hearing screenings are available by calling the Ear, Nose and Throat Clinic at the Kentucky Clinic at (859) 257-5405.
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