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Earplug Selection Tips
How can I determine which 
earplugs are the best fit for  
my workers?

Imagine sending a friend to the store 
to purchase shoes for you, with the 
following instructions: "Any size, any 
shape, any style…doesn't really matter!" 
Many people approach selection of 
an earplug with the same cavalier 
attitude. The prevailing assumption 
is that "anything in my ear will protect 
my hearing—it doesn't really matter." 
In reality, ear canals come in different 
sizes and shapes, affecting both fit and 
protection levels, as well as comfort. 

A worksite that offers only one size 
or style of earplug sabotages its own hearing conservation efforts. Why is 
variety so important? In one study of typical ear canal sizes across gender 
and populations, results showed that females typically have ear canals 
approximately 20% smaller than males, and those of Asian/African origins 
have significantly smaller ear canals than those of European origin as a 
population.1 Beyond these population averages, there are also significant 
individual differences in ear canal size. 
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•  �Large Foam Earplug: 
MAX® Large

• �Smaller Foam Earplug  
MAX® Small

One of the real benefits of offering a variety of hearing protection sizes and styles is the fact that it can 

generally be accomplished with little or no increase in cost. Whether a worksite offers 1,000 earplugs of one 

style, or 250 earplugs of four different styles, the cost would be quite similar. But the bigger variety will go far in 

providing a better fit for more ears, and protecting significantly more of the workers.

Fit-testing of hearing protection now allows a worker to try a variety of hearing protectors that may be suitable. 

Often, the worker’s first choice of earplugs is not the best. But with dozens of different styles available, it can be 

difficult to decide which earplug would be a better choice for a given worker. What should a safety advisor try 

next when a worker achieves poor results with the first earplug? Here are some selection tips that have proven 

useful in one-on-one training.

•  �Large Reusable Earplug: 
SmartFit® Large

• �Smaller Reusable Earplug  
Fusion® Green Small

2. 	SHAPE
	� In addition to different diameters, ear canals come in 

different shapes too. While many ear canals are round 

(well fitted with a pre-moulded earplug), many have a 

distinct oval shape (or even a slit opening) best fitted 

with an expandable foam earplug. Ear canal openings 

may appear round, oval or as a slit. For oval or slit 

openings, a round reusable earplug will often not fill 

the ear canal—try a foam earplug.
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1. SIZE
	� Like a cork in a bottle, an earplug that is too large 

or too small will never achieve an acoustic seal. 

Have someone look into your ear canal opening to 

determine if a different size would be helpful. Yes, 

earplugs do come in different sizes, and there is 

no such thing as a "one-size-fits-all" earplug. What 

would be a recommended mix of sizes or styles to 

optimize the fit of earplugs at a worksite? Results from 

thousands of fit-tests conducted at several worksites 

shows that the following four earplug styles would be 

a good place to start: 

3. EASE OF INSERTION
	� Some workers have difficulty rolling or inserting 

foam earplugs due to restricted dexterity or arthritis, 

or because they are wearing gloves. Try a no-roll 

foam or reusable earplug. An earplug with a stem 

may be easier for some workers to insert.

4. OTHER FACTORS
	� In addition to size, shape and ease of insertion, 

there are many other options available in earplugs 

that factor into proper selection: 

• Corded /uncorded

• Single-use or reusable

• Push-in foam

• �Detectable earplugs (for 
food service industry)

• ��Uniform attenuation 
across frequencies  
(affecting speech clarity)
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Acoustical Check
In a noisy environment, with earplugs inserted, 
cup your hands over your ears and release. 
Earplugs should block enough noise so that 
covering your ears with your hands does not 
result in a significant noise difference. 

Removal
Gently twist earplug 
while slowly pulling in 
an outward motion for 
removal.

Proper Fit
If either or both 
earplugs do not seem 
to be fitted properly, 
remove the earplug 
and reinsert.

DOs and DON'Ts of 
Howard Leight Earplugs

DISCLAIMER: If the above-mentioned recommendations are not followed, the protection and 
function afforded by the earplugs may be severely impaired. This may cause consequences for the user 
for which Honeywell Safety Products and its affiliated entities, can not be held responsible. Honeywell 
Safety Products can not guarantee that any type of warning signals including communication with 
other people in the surroundings can be heard and understood by the wearer of this hearing protector. 
The sound level and the frequency content of the warning signals as well as of the background noise 
can vary in different situations.

WARNING: All hearing protection affords limited protection. The user is responsible for the proper 
selection, use, care and maintenance of this device. Improper selection (including under/over 
protection), use or maintenance may lead to serious hearing loss. If there are any questions 
concerning this product, contact your safety supervisor or Honeywell Safety Products.

WEAR

•  Read and follow all earplug fitting instructions.

SELECTION

•   Avoid overprotection in minimal noise environments – in selecting the 
best earplug for your situation, consider noise levels and your need to 
communicate with co-workers or hear warning signals on the job.

MAINTENANCE
•  Prior to fitting, inspect earplugs or ear tips for dirt, damage, or hardness. 

    Discard & replace immediately if compromised.  

•  For proper hygiene discard disposable  earplugs after use.

•  With proper maintenance reusable earplugs should be replaced every 2-4 weeks.  

    Push In Foam earplugs should be replaced every 5 days.

•  Wash with mild soap/water, pat dry or air dry, and store in a case when not in use.
•  Clean regularly and replace ear tip pods every 2-4 weeks on banded earplugs.

Earplugs Fitting Instructions
Keys to Successful Hearing Protection with Earplugs

 If properly fitted, the tip of the earplug stem may be 
visible  to someone looking at you from the front.

Insert the earplug so all flanges are well inside your  
 ear canal.

While holding the stem, reach a hand over your head and 
gently pull top of your ear up and back.

Reusable
SmartFit®Pre-Molded Push-In

Banded

 Position band under your chin as shown above. Use your 
hands to press the ear pods well into the ear canal using 
an inward motion.

 Protection levels are improved by pulling your ear up and 
back when fitting as shown.

In a noisy environment, lightly press the band inward 
with your fingertips as shown. You should not notice a 
significant difference in noise level.

QB2®HYGTension Fit

Disposable

With clean hands, roll the entire earplug into narrowest 
possible crease-free cylinder.

Reach over your head with a free hand, pull your ear up 
and back, and insert the earplug well inside your ear canal.

Hold for 30 – 40 seconds, until the earplug fully 
expands in your ear canal. If properly fitted, the end of 
the earplugs should not be visible to someone looking 
at you from the front.

MAX®Roll-Down Foam

While holding the stem, reach a hand over your head and 
gently pull the top of your ear up and back. 

Insert earplug so foam tip is well inside the ear canal. 
Use a gentle rocking motion while pushing earplug 
into ear canal to ensure a deep fit. 

If properly fitted, the tip of the earplug stem may be 
visible  to someone looking at you from the front. 

Reusable

Trust Fit™Push-In Foam
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One significant feature of earplugs that is not a good selection factor is the published attenuation 

rating of an earplug (Noise Reduction Rating, or NRR): it can be quite deceptive in selecting proper 

protection. The NRR is a laboratory-based estimate of the amount of protection potentially achieved 

when the earplug is properly sized and properly fitted. Based upon the testing protocol behind the NRR, 

large foam earplugs have quite an advantage in generating higher ratings. But if a safety manager were 

to select earplugs based solely on a high NRR, the choice would be quite counterproductive. The safety 

manager would instead find many workers would never be able to achieve a good fit with that large 

earplug. If Large were the only choice of size, many workers would be forced to wear an earplug that 

would appear to be in the ear, but in reality could not be inserted far enough to come close to the NRR 

rating on the package. It would offer little protection from hazardous noise. 

Earplug Fitting Instructions


