Workplace hearing loss rarely announces itself with drama. More often, it creeps in quietly. You start turning the
TV louder. Conversations in restaurants become a blur. A spouse says you miss words, or co-workers joke that
you “never hear the radio checks.” By the time people seek help, the damage has often been there for years. That
makes the legal path feel intimidating, because the injury is real but the timeline is fuzzy. The good news is that
the workers compensation system has a place for exactly this kind of occupational disease, and the path forward

follows a steady logic if you know where to put your feet.

| have represented machinists who lived with the ring of lathes long after the shop closed for the night,
stagehands who wore foam plugs until they fell out mid-show, and baggage handlers whose headsets could not
tamp down the scream of jet engines. Hearing loss cases share patterns, but each claim turns on its details: your

job tasks, your protection, your medical records, and the story of how sound at work lived in your ears.

What makes hearing loss a compensable workplace injury

Workers compensation is built to cover injuries “arising out of and in the course of employment.” Noise-induced
hearing loss fits when work Cumming workplace injury attorney exposes you to hazardous sound over time, or in
a single blast that damages the inner ear. The core elements stay the same across most states, even if the labels
differ:

* Medical evidence that you have hearing loss, typically sensorineural, consistent with noise exposure.
® Proof that workplace noise was a causal factor, even if not the only one.

¢ Timely notice to your employer and a claim filed within statutory deadlines.

Unlike a fall you report the same day, hearing loss accumulates slowly. Many states classify it as an occupational
disease with its own clock. Some set the timeline by your last exposure date. Others start when you first knew, or
reasonably should have known, that your loss was related to work. That is a crucial difference, because a worker
who left a steel mill 4 years ago might still have a viable claim if a doctor only recently tied the loss to that job.
When clients call late, | always review both the last noisy work date and the first medical note connecting the

condition to employment.

Why employers and insurers argue these claims

Noise cases often get pushback, even for career trades with obvious exposure. Adjusters reach for three

arguments.

First, apportionment. Many people have some age-related loss by midlife, and insurers try to shave off
responsibility by blaming presbycusis, hunting, motorcycles, concerts, or a childhood ear infection. The science
allows for some apportionment, but it is not a guess. An audiologist or otologist can map the pattern of loss.
Noise trauma often leaves a distinctive notch at 3 to 6 kHz on the audiogram. Age-related loss slopes differently.

Good medical testimony separates the strands.

Second, failure to protect. If an employer offered hearing protection and training, insurers say the worker chose
risk. That argument is rarely complete. If plugs are not fit-tested, if muffs do not match the noise, if the work
pacing or communication needs force people to slip the protection, fault shifts back. The law usually asks whether

the work environment, not the worker, caused harm.

Third, delay in notice. Because hearing loss builds over years, many people shrug it off. Then a spouse, a failed

screening, or a new grandchild's whisper forces a hard look. Months or years might pass before a formal
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complaint. Some states have short notice windows, as little as 30 to 90 days. Others are more forgiving. What
matters is that you promptly notify your employer once you suspect work-related loss. Even a simple email that

says, "My hearing test showed loss, and | believe it relates to my job noise,” may preserve your rights.

How sound levels and exposure patterns fit the legal story

OSHA places the action level for hearing conservation at an 8-hour time-weighted average of 85 dBA, with a
permissible exposure limit of 90 dBA. A bump in loudness is not linear. Every 3 dB doubles the energy. That means
8 hours at 88 dBA carries roughly twice the dose of 8 hours at 85 dBA. Many workplaces exceed these numbers
during routine tasks: punch presses spiking above 100 dBA, grinding stations humming in the 90s, jet tarmacs

peaking over 120 dBA. Impulse noise - quick, sharp blasts - can be particularly damaging.

You do not need to walk in with your own dosimetry data. Employers are supposed to measure. Maintenance logs,
safety audits, and annual OSHA 300 summaries help. Co-worker testimony fills gaps. In one claim for a sawmill
maintenance tech, we used maintenance schedules to show he worked inside the planer enclosure twice daily
when the equipment was spinning up, and the employer's own readings, taken during compliance checks,
documented peaks near 105 dBA. The company argued he wore double protection. He did. The medical expert still

found a notch pattern matching the exposure profile, and the claim succeeded.

The medical backbone: audiology and diagnosis

A hearing loss claim rises or falls on credible testing. An audiologist’s full diagnostic evaluation looks different from
the quick screening you might get at work or a pharmacy. It includes pure-tone air and bone conduction
thresholds, speech reception thresholds, and word recognition scores in quiet, sometimes in noise. Tympanometry

rules out middle ear issues. Otoacoustic emissions testing can help distinguish cochlear hair-cell damage.

Noise-induced sensorineural loss usually affects high frequencies first. People often say voices sound muffled or
that they struggle in groups. Tinnitus - ringing, buzzing, or roaring - often tags along. While tinnitus alone can be
compensable in some jurisdictions, many states pair it with measurable hearing loss. Be honest with your

audiologist about your noise history on and off the job. That history becomes part of the causation opinion.

Different states use different impairment guides. Some follow their own schedules. Others incorporate the AMA
Guides. Hearing cases often use a "binaural” calculation that blends both ears with a heavier weight on the better
ear. The math looks dry - thresholds at key frequencies are averaged, converted to a percentage of hearing
impairment, then to whole person or scheduled member values - but the end result controls your permanent
benefits. A careful workers compensation lawyer works with your audiologist to be sure the right tests and

frequencies are documented for the applicable formula in your state.

What benefits typically apply
The mix of benefits in most hearing loss claims follows a pattern.

Medical treatment. Reasonable and necessary care tied to the injury is covered. That includes diagnostic testing,
physician and audiology visits, and hearing aids. Coverage for aids varies. Some states cap replacement intervals at
3 to 5 years, Cumming work injury attorney which is roughly the life span of many devices. Batteries and
maintenance can be included. If tinnitus requires therapy - sound therapy, counseling - that can be compensable

too if the claim is accepted.

Wage loss. Because hearing loss seldom forces someone completely off work, temporary total disability benefits

are less common unless the job requires acute hearing for safety critical tasks and there is no accommodation.
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More often, wage loss appears when a worker must move to a lower paying job to reduce exposure or meet

hearing requirements.

Permanent partial disability. This is the anchor. If your state uses a schedule, hearing loss benefits are often
expressed as a percentage of loss of use of hearing in one or both ears, paid over a set number of weeks. Other
states convert to whole person impairment and then apply wage and state averages. The percentage matters, but

so does the wage rate and the statutory maximums at the time of injury or last exposure.

Vocational rehabilitation. Not every case calls for it, but for workers whose job hinges on precise hearing - think
radio dispatch, live sound engineering, or equipment operators relying on acoustic cues - retraining or job

placement assistance can be available.

Settlements. Some claims resolve by awards based on established formulas. Others settle by agreement for a lump
sum that considers impairment, future medical needs, and the risks of litigation. A sound settlement accounts for

the likely life span of hearing aids, inflation in device costs, and your need for periodic audiology follow up.

A practical roadmap through a hearing loss claim
Below is a focused path | often share with clients. Each step has nuance, but this sequence keeps people moving.

® Get a real audiology exam, not a screening, and ask for a written report with thresholds and word recognition

scores.

* Notify your employer in writing that you have diagnosed hearing loss and you believe it is related to your job

noise, then keep a copy.

® File the workers compensation claim form required in your state, even if your employer promises to "handle it”

informally.

* Track exposure history - job titles, departments, machines, and approximate time around loud tasks - and

obtain any employer noise surveys if available.

® Consult a workers compensation lawyer early so deadlines are met, apportionment is fairly addressed, and

medical records line up with legal requirements.

Timing, deadlines, and the “last exposure” trap

Deadlines are where otherwise valid claims go to die. Do not rely on assumptions. In some states, you must give
notice within 30 days of first knowledge. Others allow up to a year. Filing deadlines can run a year or two from last
exposure, or from diagnosis connected to work. | have seen a hearing loss claim saved because the worker had a
brief return to the noisy area for a week, which reset the last exposure date. | have also seen a claim risked
because a retiree waited to report until after a year had passed, even though his primary exposure ended years

earlier.

If you retired or moved to a quieter job, track your dates tightly. If you are still exposed, consider whether interim
accommodations can reduce risk while your claim proceeds. Foams alone may not be enough. Double protection -
plugs plus muffs - increases attenuation, but only if fit is correct. A fit-testing record helps both hearing health and

your claim.

What evidence helps, and where people stumble

Evidence that helps includes a baseline test from early in your career, even if it was done for employment. Many

employers run annual hearing conservation audiograms, and those are discoverable in a claim. A pattern of



threshold shifts over the years is powerful. If you never had a baseline, do not panic. Medical experts can still tie

your current pattern to noise exposure.

People get tripped up by shrugging off tinnitus or assuming their hearing is “just age.” If you are under 60 and
have a deep notch at 4 kHz, do not accept a casual age label. On the other side, be forthright about
non-occupational noise. A truthful account of hunting once a year with protection is better than silence followed
by a defense investigator finding photos on social media. What matters is the relative contribution. Work that
injects 8 hours a day of 90 plus dBA over decades usually dwarfs a weekend lawn mower, and experts can explain

why.

Another stumble is the quick acceptance of overbroad independent medical exam conclusions. IME reports
sometimes assert that your work had no role because the loss is “bilateral and symmetric.” That line sounds
authoritative, but bilateral symmetric loss is exactly what long-term occupational noise often produces. The

reasoning matters more than the label. Get a second opinion.

The role of a workers compensation lawyer, beyond filing forms

People picture a lawyer as a paper pusher in comp cases. The better analogy is a guide who knows the bends in

the river. A seasoned workers compensation lawyer does several things that improve outcomes in hearing claims.

First, we translate medical results into the legal standards of your state. If your jurisdiction uses a four-frequency
average to calculate impairment, we make sure those exact thresholds are tested and documented. If speech
discrimination scores carry weight, we get them. If a particular guide edition governs, we align the report
formatting.

Second, we prepare you for defense tactics. Insurers sometimes send surveillance in wage loss cases, or they
cherry-pick a noisy hobby to argue dominant causation. We front that risk by gathering a balanced noise history

and by making you comfortable answering questions in deposition without minimizing or overreaching.

Third, we negotiate future medical terms with an eye on device replacement cycles and fitting realities. Hearing
aids are not one-and-done. Technology evolves. The first pair might not suit a complex work environment. Getting
coverage for follow-up fittings and a reasonable replacement schedule often matters more than a slightly higher
lump sum today.

Fees are generally contingent and regulated. Many states cap fees for permanent partial disability at a percentage
of the award, commonly between 10 and 20 percent, and require a judge to approve. An initial consultation is
usually free. If a lawyer promises a guaranteed result, walk away. If you meet someone who talks more about how

loud their commercial is than how your job ran, keep looking.

Accommodations and the real life of work after a claim

Winning a claim does not silence the shop floor. Many people want to keep working. Reasonable accommodations
help. Rotating away from the loudest station for part of the shift, using communication headsets that integrate
with hearing aids, and formal fit testing for protective gear can make the difference between coping and
compounding damage. Modern hearing aids with directional microphones and noise reduction algorithms handle
many environments better than older models. That said, impulse noise and extremely high continuous noise will

still tax them. Know your limits.

Employers, for their part, sometimes fear that a comp claim equals permanent restrictions. Often it does not. It
signals the need to measure noise accurately, to train with care, and to engage with the worker about safer

deployment. | have seen production goals met with smarter staging instead of pushing a veteran out the door.



A brief story from the floor

Tom was a press brake operator who swore by his foam plugs. He had worked 24 years, mostly nights. He noticed
ringing five years in, then a slow fade that his wife called “selective hearing.” A health fair test flagged a loss he did
not act on. When we met, he was 52, with a classic 4 kHz notch and word recognition that dropped in mild

background noise.

The insurer pounced on his weekend motorcycle rides and his teenage years playing bass in a garage band. Our
audiologist took a thorough history. The rides were under 1,000 miles a year, always with a full-face helmet and
plugs. The band phase lasted two summers, without amplification, in a suburban basement. Work, by contrast,
placed him next to metal on metal clatter at measured averages in the low 90s, with peaks well above 100 dBA.
We pulled his employer’s own audiograms from year 3 onward, which showed a threshold shift that walked across
the chart in step with his seniority. The case settled on a permanent partial award consistent with a 22 percent
binaural loss, plus lifetime hearing aid coverage at five-year replacement intervals. More important to him, his
supervisor agreed to rotate him 2 hours each shift to a quieter assembly area. Tom still jokes that the best part

was being able to hear his granddaughter’s whisper.

What to gather before you speak with counsel
If you are thinking about a claim, a short packet of information will make your first conversation precise.

* Any hearing test results, even old ones from work, with dates and providers.

* A timeline of your job titles, departments, and typical noise sources, including rough years of exposure.
* Notes or emails showing you reported hearing issues to supervisors or safety staff.

® Information about non-work noise, including hearing protection use.

* Your current symptoms - difficulty in crowds, tinnitus description, and how it affects specific tasks.

Edge cases and judgment calls

Not every hearing change is due to noise. Ototoxic medications, sudden sensorineural loss unrelated to noise, and
conductive problems from middle ear disease can complicate the picture. Some states do not cover hearing aids if
your impairment falls below a statutory threshold, even if you struggle in daily life. In public safety jobs, minimum
hearing standards can force leave or reassignment even with aids, and union agreements shape the options. A
good case strategy weighs these cross-currents. Sometimes we file an occupational disease claim paired with a

separate accommodation dialogue under disability laws, so you do not rely on a single system for your livelihood.

A final judgment call lies in settlement timing. Hearing loss is permanent, but its measurement can change as you
age. Settling immediately after diagnosis may lock in benefits based on today’s thresholds. Waiting for a second
test in 6 to 12 months can show stability or progression, which can alter the impairment rating. There is no one

right answer. The best path depends on your state’s formulas, your medical picture, and your risk tolerance.

Closing thoughts from the field

Noise hides in plain sight. We normalize it, we adapt to it, and then we wonder why family life feels harder and
workdays feel longer. A workers compensation claim will not give you back what sound took, but it can fund the
tools and care that help you stay connected. It can also push workplaces to measure accurately and protect

honestly.



If your ears feel full at day's end, if you find yourself reading lips more than you used to, or if you carry a private
buzz into the night, do not wait. Get tested. Put your notice in writing. Ask questions until the answers make
sense. A steady, informed approach - with a workers compensation lawyer who understands both the law and the

life of your job - turns a quiet harm into a claim that speaks clearly.



