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Walk down a few aisles in a toy store and you can’t miss them: toys that make noise. 
Their packages exclaim “Try me!” and “Lights and Sounds!” For the past eight years, the 
Sight & Hearing Association (SHA), a nonprofit organization based in Minnesota, has 
tested toys — taken right off retailers’ shelves — for potentially dangerous noise levels.  
 
Testing 
Because of a child’s shorter arm span, toys are often potentially more dangerous to 
hearing because children hold them closer to their ears. In the Sight & Hearing 
Association study, the toys were repeatedly tested at distances simulating how a child 
might hold the toy, directly near the ear (0 inches) and at arm’s length (10 inches). 
Otolaryngology residents at the University of Minnesota Medical School tested the toys. 
A soundproof acoustic chamber was used to ensure accurate measurements. 
 
 
Results 
Out of 105 toys tested thus far, 47 toys (45 percent) sounded off louder than 100 decibels 
(dBA) directly at the speaker of the toy. That’s louder than a chainsaw.  
 
For instance, in 2000, 13 of 15 toys measured above 100 decibels (dB). The loudest toy, 
S.R.M.’s Power Fazer, measured at 123 dB at the speaker and 103 dB 12 inches from the 
surface of the toy. In 2004, two electronic books topped the list: Play-a-Song® “Pooh’s 
Playful Songs” and Play-a-Sound® “Dora the Explorer Choo Choo,” both meant for 
children 18-months-old and up, sounded off at 107 and 102 dB, respectively. In 2005, 
Kid Connection’s Electronic Guitar, measured at 117 dB. The Elite Operations Quantum 
Blast Set peaked at 114 dB.  
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According to Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) guidelines, 
continued exposure to noise over 85 dBA will eventually harm hearing. For instance, at 
100 dB, the risk for potential hearing damage can occur in two hours. The National 
Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) has even stricter standards: levels 
at 100 dB can harm hearing in less than 15 minutes. 
 
Until 2004, no regulations regarding the loudness of toys existed in the United States. A 
new acoustics standard (ASTM F963), adopted and revised in March 2004 by the 
American Society of Testing and Materials, states that a hand-held, table-top or crib toy 
cannot exceed 90 dB 25 cm (approx. 10 in.) from the surface of the toy. Compliance with 
the standard is voluntary.  
 
Unlike with choking hazards and other injuries, there are no injury statistics on toys and 
hearing loss. That’s because it’s difficult to track when the damage occurs.  
 
Summary 
Our research indicates that, while none of the toys SHA tested pose an immediate risk for 
hearing damage, some toys could pose a risk for hearing loss if played with for a length 
of time and close to the child’s body. Moreover, if the child is in an environment with 
background noise, such as at a daycare or preschool, the cumulative noise could increase 
the risk for hearing damage.  



 
These results suggest the need for greater awareness on the part of the consumer (parents, 
relatives, anyone who purchases toys) to play with and listen to the toys in the store 
before they buy or give them to a child.  


