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Exposure to excessive noise is frequently pointed as one of the main 
avoidable sources of permanent hearing loss. This problem is well 
documented for industrial workers; however, for other professional 
groups, such as musicians, the exposure profile and the procedures for 
its determination are not yet well established.

Previous studies focusing on musicians’ exposure to noise attempted 
to characterize their levels of exposure [1-6] and to clarify the impact 
of loud music on their health [7-8]. Results emphasized that musicians 
are exposed to excessive sound pressure levels during the ensembles 
and at risk of noise-induced hearing loss (NIHL). However, when 
analysing different publications where musicians' level of exposure to 
noise was determined, the procedures adopted for these calculations 
or even their standardization were found to be unclear.

The problem here addressed was raised before by Behar et al. [9]. 
The authors, through a literature review, found that several papers 
lacked important information about measurement techniques, 
instrumentation, as well as calculation details. Furthermore, an 
analysis of recent publications allows to notice that different studies 
adopted different methods and equipment to collect data and 
characterize the musicians’ exposure profile. Some examples are 
briefly described in the following. While some authors considered 
a single repertoire for the measurements [10], others included more 
than one [2,6,10]. Additionally, for sampling, studies included data 
from ensemble rehearsals [6], or from performances [2]or from both 
[5, 10-12]. Schmidt et al. [11] also assessed some individual rehearsals, 
but did not incorporate the min the determination of an 8h working 
day exposure levels. Some authors also opted to assess a single event 
[10,12], while others included large samples, considering data from 
different rehearsals and performances, as well as data collected in 
different venues[6]. Studies also differ in relation to the instrument 
used for data collation and the place where the microphone was 
positioned. For example, so far dosimeter microphones have been 
positioned on a stand [2-3] or attached to the collar or shoulder of the 
musicians [3,5-6]. Considering these observations, a question arises: 
Are these methodological differences critical to determine musicians’ 
exposure to noise?

In fact, it is broadly recognized that determining musicians’ 
levels of exposure to noise is not an easy task. Several variables 
have a significant influence on sound exposure levels, making their 
determination a difficult process, such as the instrument played, the 
repertoire (which usually changes from week to week), the number 
of musicians on the stage, the position in the orchestral structure and 
venue [1-6]. Furthermore, it is important to note that professional 
musicians have irregular working hours. This makes it difficult to 
determine the standardized levels of exposure to noise [9]. Schedules 
vary considerably from week to week and from musician to musician. 
Because of that, several studies have focused only on permanent 
musicians and only considered the call times. However, this raises 
an important question that should be considered when the risk of 
musicians' hearing loss is being assessed. Is it correct to consider 
only the time spent by the musicians in ensembles, while they spend
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so many hours practicing alone for the repertoires and to improve 
their performance? As an example, one can take the time of exposure 
considered by Russo et al. [13] and Qian et al. [5]. The authors used 
an annual reference of 300 working hours, the time per year that 
the musicians are usually contracted to play within the orchestra 
(ensembles). This number is too distant from the number usually used 
to determine noise exposure for industrial workers, i.e., 2000h.

Studies that consider solitary practice are scarce. However, O’Brien 
et al. [14] recognized that individual practice also represents an 
important source of professional exposure. Besides the high risk of 
developing NIHL during rehearsals and performances, musicians are 
also exposed tothis risk when practicing alone, and the risk is higher 
as their practice and rehearsal time increases.

Despite all the difficulties and doubts linked to the determination 
of noise exposure levels in professional musicians, guidelines are 
still scarce. General references cannot be applied directly to these 
settings without some adjustments. The most recent orientations 
from NIOSH [15] have focused on exposure limits and not on the 
strategies and procedures for its determination. This makes it difficult 
for Occupational Safety & Health (OSH) practitioners to decide about 
the strategy to adopt in order to characterize the risk of NIHL. This, 
together with the assumption that professional musicians are often 
overlooked in terms of occupational safety and health practices in 
some countries, makes this professional group an interesting one. 
I believe that a hearing conservation program allied to specific 
guidelines will contribute to the intervention and risk evaluation 
quality within this professional group.
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