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Steve Morgan on:
Adverse Effects of Noise on Quality of Life
The Relationship between Noise and
Wellbeing
The cornerstone of the concept of ‘Quality of
Life’ is wellbeing. Wellbeing encompasses all
aspects of life, from happiness, comfort, and
security, to safety and health. For those living
or working in close proximity to an industrial
facility, noise pollution can pose a unique
problem for their wellbeing.

The consequences of noise are extremely
broad[4], ranging from relatively minor but still
harmful concerns (e.g., interference with
communication, sleeplessness, and reduced
efficiency) to the most serious risk of all:
irreversible hearing damage[8]. Noise can
adversely affect human health even at low
levels. The relationship between health-related
quality of life and acoustic environment has
been widely recognised[7].
Complicating matters is the fact that
individuals perceive and experience noise
differently. Some people may be more
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sensitive to noise than others, both
physiologically and psychologically[7]. As such,
the effects of noise are difficult to quantify
because tolerance levels among different
individuals for different types of noise vary
considerably[8]. For example, people in quiet
areas can be more adversely affected by the
introduction of noise to their environment due
to the drastic contrast of shifting from a quiet
environment to a noisy environment[7].
The problem of noise pollution is a
widespread, world-encompassing issue, not
limited by geographic or social factors[8]. In
America alone, an estimated 11 million workers
are regularly exposed to potentially hazardous
noise in the workplace[1]. As such, it is
imperative for Industry to take into
consideration the entire spectrum of
physiological, social, and ecological concerns
presented by noise pollution. Doing so early on
with industrial applications is the best way to
mitigate and prevent these issues[5]. And with a
comprehensive understanding of the impact of
noise pollution ensures a safe workplace for
employees, environmentally-friendly standards
of operation, and a harmonious relationship
between Industry and community.

Health and Other Considerations
Exposure to noise is an internationallyrecognized health hazard that presents a range
of acute and chronic health impacts[6]. Noise
pollution stemming from oil exploration,
drilling, and extraction, as well as other
industrial applications, has been repeatedly
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shown to have detrimental effects on the
health of those exposed to it. In contrast, quiet
environments have actually been shown to
have positive—not merely neutral—impacts
on health-related quality of life by both
facilitating the restoration of health, as well as
impeding the insult of noise to health[7].

gradual onset and the damage it causes is
irreversible. Compared to presbyacusis
(hearing loss associated with age) which is
natural and not preventable, noise-induced
hearing loss is unnatural and can therefore be
prevented.
Noise affects the human body in a wide variety
of ways. Noise-induced hearing loss—or even
deafness, in its most extreme form—is
generally the most pressing concern to take
into consideration. Not only is the irreversible
hearing damage obviously detrimental to the
wellbeing of an individual worker, but it is also
destructive for the workplace in general.
Difficulty hearing in an industrial workplace
can pose serious safety hazards for everyone,
and also result in costly yet avoidable lawsuits
and worker’s compensation claims, not to
mention loss of time and productivity.

Hearing loss has been shown to worsen with
repeated exposure to noise[1], and this hazard
increases with intensity of noise and length of
each exposure[8]. Excessive exposure to loud
noise, such as that encountered in an industrial
work environment, causes cells in the inner ear
to degenerate and eventually can lead to
permanent hearing loss[1].

In fact, noise-induced hearing loss resulting
from too much noise is the “most common
type of permanent hearing loss” (Bahadori &
Bohne, 1993). This form of hearing loss has a
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However, hearing loss isn’t the only health
concern posed by noise pollution. Even while
sleeping (as in the case of neighbours living in
proximity to an industrial facility, which may
run at any hour of the day), noise can be
interpreted by the body as a danger signal,
prompting the release of stress hormones[3]. In
this manner, exposure to noise for those living
nearby as well as those on site can lead to both
acute and chronic changes to physiological
stress hormone regulation. This can result in
short-term and long-term health
consequences, including hypertension, stress,
high blood pressure, higher incidence of
circulatory problems, cardiac diseases, peptic
ulcers, and neurosensory and motor
impairment, among other concerns[8].
Though noise-related health problems are the
most significant and direct concern arising
from excessive or continuous noise in a
community or workplace, such exposure can
also cause a more general, frequently indirect,
reduction in quality of life[8].
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Annoyance is one of many consequences of
noise for those exposed to it, but it can also
have far-reaching psychosocial effects[4],
including social isolation due to impaired
speech reception, disruption of work
productivity, diminished cognitive function,
and sleep disturbance[1]. Even property values
can be adversely affected by the presence of
industrial noise nearby, causing tension
between local homeowners and Industry.
Local environmental impacts from oil and gas
facilities or other industrial applications
causing noise pollution are also an
important—though usually overlooked—
concern[6]. In fact, noise has been shown to
reduce nesting species richness and lead to
different avian communities as a result of noise
disrupting natural predator-prey and
reproductive interactions[2]. Sometimes this has
unexpected consequences by facilitating the
reproduction of some well-adapted species,
such as the all-too-common pigeon, resulting
in problematic overpopulation while inhibiting
the reproduction of others species. As such,
noise can have significant impact on the
ecology and evolution of many animals,
producing a subtle yet cascading effect on the
environment and local ecosystems.

Noise pollution is a complicated and
multifaceted issue. Luckily, we know a lot
about the risks involved in noise pollution and
therefore have an opportunity to address the
problem effectively, before permanent
damage can occur. For example, it is estimated
that exposure to “[…] noise pollution
exceeding 75 decibels for more than eight
hours daily for a long period of time can cause
loss of hearing […]” for those in an industrial
workplace (Singh & Davar, 2004).
Providing workers with the best possible
personal safety equipment, such as high-noise
communication headsets, and limiting the
quantity and quality of noise they are exposed
to in the workplace can go a long way toward
ensuring their short-term and long-term
auditory health.

Prevention
The best way to preserve hearing and avoid
noise-induced hearing loss specifically is to
limit cumulative exposure to noise[1]. More
generally, the preservation of quiet areas, as
well as proper noise abatement in noisy areas,
is imperative to ensuring the highest possible
quality of life for the local environment and
those exposed to the industrial noise[7].
However, it is also important to ensure public
education on the consequences of noise
pollution, and encourage the creation of
effective noise-control legislation to ensure
that noise pollution is comprehensively
addressed and regulated[8].
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Similarly, the use of high-quality noise control
equipment on industrial facilities can prevent
noise from escaping into the surrounding
environment and reaching the neighbours.
Ultimately, it is the responsibility of Industry to
consider the effect of a facility’s noise

contribution on those working on site or living
nearby, and with today’s technological
advancements in the areas of noise abatement,
this has never been easier to address efficiently
and effectively.
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