Experts Link Noisy Toys to Hearning Loss
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The sound was so loud, so piercing, that hearing specialist Rebecca Brooks nearly sprinted to her office waiting room. What she found sickened her: a 3‑year‑old boy, flat on his stomach, his ears inches from a blaring toy firetruck.

The noise was extreme ‑ measured at 127 decibels, loud enough to damage the hearing of a child who listened at close range for more than 15 minutes, said Brooks, coordinator of audiological services at the University of Alabama Speech and Hearing Center in Tuscaloosa.

“I threw it in the Dumpster,” Brooks said of the toy.

While the toy industry insists there is no hard evidence, suspicions run high among consumer groups and advocates of healthy hearing that the loudest of today's noisy toys contribute to the cacophony hearing. Among Children 6 to 19, about 12 percent have inner ear cells damaged by loud noise, according to the American Academy of Pediatrics. Research suggests that 20‑year‑olds today hear like 50‑year‑olds of the previous generation, doctors say.

Thomas H. Fay, a retired professor of audiology and a longtime critic of noisy toys, said sound levels produced by some toys are surprisingly high.

“The proximity to the ear is what has been overlooked by the toy industry,” said Fay, a former professor in the Columbia University College of Physicians and Surgeons. “The most fabulous one was a tiny rubber squeaky toy. You'd say, 'Let's get one for the baby!' The baby discovers it and puts it to his ear. I did this and I discovered it was making 118 decibels.”

A decibel is the universal measure of sound pressure. A hair dryer or power lawn mower emits sound at about 90 decibels. A chain saw or a portable stereo turned up high is about 110 decibels. A rock concert or ambulance siren is about 120 decibels.

Noise‑induced hearing loss usually occurs gradually. When loud sounds are funneled into the ear, they may damage some of the 20,000 hair cells in each inner ear that help translate sound to the brain.

The threshold for discomfort is between 85 and 90 decibels. For pain, it's between 120 and 140 decibels. When it comes to actual damage, sound levels under 85 decibels are considered safe, but some people may experience hearing damage with prolonged exposure to noise levels as low as 82 decibels.

Mandated, protection levels

The federal Occupational Safety and Health Administration, or OSHA, requires ear protection for workers exposed to 85 decibels of noise or more over a period of eight hours. But there are no legal limits on toy loudness except on caps used in cap guns. (Caps that snap at 138 to 158 decibels must be sold with a warning label urging that they be kept at least a foot away from the ear, an OSHA spokesman said.)

Toy companies said they use OSHA's 85‑decibel rule, or sometimes overseas toy noise standards, as a guide to set toy volume levels. “We go with the most conservative country, which happens to be Australia,” said Laurie Oravec, a spokeswoman for Fisher‑Price Toys. “It's 85 decibels at 9.8 inches.”

Toy company representatives say there is no evidence that toys damage hearing. Children don't play with noise‑making toys long enough, or close enough, to cause damage, they contend. In addition, industry officials say, more toys are being made with volume controls. And although noise limits on toys aren't mandated by law, manufacturers and retailers conduct voluntary

tests.

“Not only are these toys tested by independent laboratories, but all these toy stores – Toys R Us, Wal‑Mart – they insist on retesting,” said Stephen Mickelberg, chief executive of SRM Entertainment Ltd., a Jenkintown, Pa., toy manufacturer and importer. “Our customers are children. We do not want to ham children.”

But skeptics say no one 
really knows if toys are damaging kids' hearing. And they say that store shelves are commonly filled with toys that emit sounds louder than 85 decibels.

“What we’re seeing is toys that are piped up so you can hear them in the toy supermarket,” said James Oppenheim, an author who writes about toys. “They are competing, that’s our theory. These toys need to hold their own.”

What's needed, child advocates say, is a fresh assessment of toy noise that takes into account true noise levels, the ways in which kids interact with toys and new understanding of hearing loss.

Looking at research

Research shows that significant damage can result from brief, loud sounds, not just from those that vibrate the ear over long periods, experts said. Hearing specialists are also learning that damage potential varies widely among listeners. “Children are more vulnerable,” said Dr. Michael Lotke, a pediatric hearing specialist at Mount Sinai Hospital in Chicago. An ear reflex that abates noise may not be as developed in children, Lotke said, and “the hair cells in kids may be more sensitive.”

Complaints about toys to the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission sometimes include allegations about noise. About 25 parents filed such objections over the last two years, formally registering their worry about loud walkie‑talkies, a toy helmet that played sound effects through interior speakers, and others.

The U.S. Public Interest Research Group, which every holiday season publicizes a list of toys deemed dangerous, included seven noisy toys on this year's list. Each of the toys, including two firetrucks, a keyboard, a cell phone and a toy CD player, measured 90 decibels or more at close range.

The group's list of loud toys was assailed by the toy industry Association, a trade group. Aaron 

Locker, its lawyer said those associating toys with hearing loss should not make that claim by applying toy loudness against the federal 85‑decibel limits on work​ place noise.

“Toys do not operate for eight hours,” he said.

The U.S. Public Interest Research Group has urged federal officials to develop regulations for toy noise levels. The group also supports package labeling to indicate toy decibel levels.

“Workers in factories have regulations,” said Elizabeth Hitchcock, a spokeswoman. “But children, who are down there on the floor with vulnerable little ears, do not.”

Contact Bruce Taylor Seeman at:

bruce.seeman@newhouse.com

