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The American Academy of Nursing promotes the reduction of environmental noise, which is 

defined as unwanted or disturbing sound.1 Sources of this noise include household 

equipment, recreational activities, concerts, roads, railways, airports, and industrial sites. 

Noise is more than an annoyance; it is a public health hazard, having a significant impact on 

the health of our nation and its economic well-being. It has been well documented that noise 

exposure contributes to hearing loss, tinnitus, heart disease, stroke, anxiety, stress, 

depression, learning difficulties, job performance, sleep disorders, and reduced cognitive 

abilities.2–8 This position is consistent with the Academy’s Strategic Goal 2 to “Lead efforts, 

in partnership with others, to address the broad range of factors that affect the health of 

populations.” Further, reducing noise and the health problems it causes will result in a 

reduction in health care costs, one component of the Triple Aim of the Academy’s Strategic 

Goal 1 for the health care system.9

In 2011, the World Health Organization (WHO), recognizing the urgent need to decrease 

environmental noise, published a report summarizing the negative impacts of environmental 

noise on health and the economy.10 There is scientific evidence of a link between noise and 

high blood pressure, heart disease, stroke, heart attacks, hearing loss, tinnitus, sleep 

disturbance, reduced cognitive abilities, hyperactivity, personal injury, obesity, low birth 

weight, and prematurity.3–8, 11 These are just a few examples of the debilitating and 

potentially life altering effects of environmental noise on health. Unfortunately, the effects of 

environmental noise on health often go unnoticed, as they slowly build over time and are 

often not recognized as associated with noise. However, the health effects of noise place a 

high economic burden on our society, comparable to those due to passive smoking.12 It is 

conservatively estimated that at least one million healthy years of life are lost every year in 

Western Europe alone because of traffic related noise. A reduction in environmental noise 

levels by a mere five decibels (normal conversation = 60 decibels) can reduce the prevalence 

of hypertension and coronary heart disease, a reduction in prevalence that would benefit the 

economy by an estimated $3.9 billion per year.13
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In the 1970’s, the federal government recognized the importance of noise reduction and 

enacted two landmark legislations: the Noise Control Act of 1972 and the 1978 Quiet 

Communities Act. As a result, the Office of Noise Abatement and Control (ONAC) was 

created and charged with coordinating federal noise reduction programs, promoting noise 

education and research, and assisting state and local noise abatement.14 Importantly, this 

legislation established that the primary responsibility for control of noise was at the state and 

local levels. As a result, state and local regulations vary widely.15 Unfortunately, funding for 

the ONAC was terminated in 1982, leading to little action in noise abatement and control 

since that time.14

In July 2015, recognizing the growing health problems related to noise pollution, H.R. 3384 

Quiet Communities Act of 2015 was introduced in the current 114th Congress to (1) re-

establish the ONAC to support state and local noise control programs; (2) carry out national 

noise control research to assess the mental and physical health effects of noise, (3) establish 

national noise assessment programs extending beyond commerce-related noise, and (4) 

develop public health education and training programs.16 The proposed Act is congruent 

with the WHO guidelines for community noise that include recommendations for global 

action, research and interventions.10, 17 Consistent with the WHO guidelines, the United 

Kingdom and other European countries already have legislation that requires quieter 

industrial and household equipment, labeling of noise levels of products, and incentives for 

manufacturers to develop quieter products. In the United States, the National Institute for 

Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) promotes the implementation of Buy Quiet 

programs that encourage companies to purchase or rent quieter machinery in order to reduce 

worker exposure to noise.17 However, these noise reduction programs are not required by 

law, and there is a need for additional legislation to reduce environmental noise beyond the 

workplace.

The American Academy of Nursing supports efforts to reduce noise at its source by 

requiring production and use of quieter equipment and appliances; implementing measures 

to reduce airport, railway, and road noise; and enacting legislative restrictions at state and 

local levels on reducing environmental noise levels, including those at public events. The 

Academy will collaborate with federal agencies, state and federal legislators, and other non-

nursing organizations, to support the reduction of environmental noise.

Acknowledgments

The authors express appreciation for assistance provided by Judith Payne, PhD, RN, AOCN, FAAN, Chair, Health 
Behavior Expert Panel; and Matthew J. Williams, JD, MA, Policy Manage and Academy Staff Liaison to the Health 
Behavior Expert Panel; and for the review and support by the members of the Health Behavior Expert Panel.

References

1. EPA. Clean air act overview: Title IV noise pollution. http://www.epa.gov/clean-air-act-overview/
title-iv-noise-pollution

2. Lusk SL, Gillespie B, Hagerty BM, Ziemba RA. Acute effects of noise on blood pressure and heart 
rate. Archives of Environmental Health. 2004; 59(8):392–399. [PubMed: 16268115] 

Lusk et al. Page 2

Nurs Outlook. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 July 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

http://www.epa.gov/clean-air-act-overview/title-iv-noise-pollution
http://www.epa.gov/clean-air-act-overview/title-iv-noise-pollution


3. Münzel T, Gori T, Babisch W, Basner M. Cardiovascular effects of environmental noise exposure. 
European Heart Journal. 2014; 35(13):829–836. http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/eurheartj/ehu030. 
[PubMed: 24616334] 

4. Basner M, Brink M, Bristow A, et al. ICBEN review of research on the biological effects of noise 
2011–2014. Noise Health. 2015; 17(75):57–82. DOI: 10.4103/1463-1741.153373 [PubMed: 
25774609] 

5. Tzivian L, Winkler A, Dlugaj M, et al. Effect of long-term outdoor air pollution and noise on 
cognitive and psychological functions in adults. Int J Hyg Environ Health. 2015; 218(1):1–11. DOI: 
10.1016/j.ijheh.2014.08.002 [PubMed: 25242804] 

6. Yoon JH, Hong JS, Roh J, Kim CN, Won JU. Dose - response relationship between noise exposure 
and the risk of occupational injury. Noise and Health. 2015; 17(74):43–47. DOI: 
10.4103/1463-1741.149578 [PubMed: 25599757] 

7. Pyko A, Eriksson C, Oftedal B, et al. Exposure to traffic noise and markers of obesity. Occupational 
and Environmental Medicine. 2015; 72(8):594–601. DOI: 10.1136/oemed-2014-102516 [PubMed: 
26009579] 

8. Ristovska G, Laszlo HE, Hansell AL. Reproductive outcomes associated with noise exposure - a 
systematic review of the literature. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2014; 11(8):7931–7952. DOI: 
10.3390/ijerph110807931 [PubMed: 25101773] 

9. American Academy of Nursing. Strategic goals. http://www.aannet.org/strategic-plan-2014-2017

10. World Health Organization: European Commission. Burden of disease from environmental noise: 
Quantification of healthy life years lost in Europe. 2015

11. Stansfeld S, Clark C. Health effects of noise exposure in children. Current Environmental Health 
Reports. 2015; 2(2):171–178. DOI: 10.1007/s40572-015-0044-1 [PubMed: 26231366] 

12. Basner M, Babisch W, Davis A, et al. Auditory and non-auditory effects of noise on health. Lancet. 
2014; 383(9925):1325–1332. DOI: 10.1016/S0140-6736(13)61613-X [PubMed: 24183105] 

13. Swinburn TK, Hammer MS, Neitzel RL. Valuing quiet: An economic assessment of U.S. 
environmental noise as a cardiovascular health hazard. Am J Prev Med. 2015; 49(3):345–353. 
DOI: 10.1016/j.amepre.2015.02.016 [PubMed: 26024562] 

14. Shapiro SA. Lessons from a public policy failure: EPA and noise abatement. Ecology Law 
Quarterly. 1992; 19(1)doi: 10.15779/Z384N9B

15. Network for Public Health Law. National survey of state and local noise activities. n.d

16. Rep. Meng G. Quiet communities act of 2015. 2016;H.R. 3384:(14th Congress (2015–2016)):14th 
Congress (2015–2016).

17. CDC. Buy quiet. http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/topics/buyquiet/

Lusk et al. Page 3

Nurs Outlook. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 July 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/eurheartj/ehu030
http://www.aannet.org/strategic-plan-2014-2017
http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/topics/buyquiet/

	References

