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APPENDIX A 
GLOSSARY OF ACOUSTIC TERMINOLOGY 

Acoustic Glossary 

Decibel scale - dB 

The decibel (dB) is a relative unit of measurement used in acoustics. The dB is a logarithmic ratio between a 

measured level and a reference level of 0 dB (i.e the threshold of human hearing). Simply put, the decibel 

compresses the wide range of sounds we hear into more manageable numbers. 

Addition of noise from several sources 

Sound produced by multiple sound sources are added logarithmically e.g. power ratio of 2 = 3dB, power ratio 

of 10 = 10dB. Therefore, two equally intense sound sources operating simultaneously produce a sound level 

which is 3dB higher than a single source e.g. 60dB + 60dB = 63dB. 

Subjective impression of noise 

Human response to sound is highly individualized and often based on psychological factors such as emotion 

and expectation. Sensitivity to sound typically depends on the loudness, pitch, duration of the occurrence, and 

time of occurrence (e.g. a sound source could cause annoyance during the night where it would not during the 

day). The following table is a guide to explain increases or decreases in sound levels for many scenarios. 

Change in sound level Change in perceived loudness 

1 dB Imperceptible 

3 dB Just barely perceptible 

6 dB Clearly noticeable 

10 dB About twice as loud 

‘A’ Weighted Frequency Filter - dB(A) 

The human ear is not equally sensitive in all frequencies. The A-weighting filter was devised to take this into 

account when undertaking noise measurements and allows a sound level meter to replicate the human ears 

response to sound.  

LAeq, T  

Sound can fluctuate widely over a given period. LAeq is the A-weighted equivalent continuous sound level, with 

T denoting the time period over which the fluctuating sound levels were averaged e.g. LAeq,16h is the equivalent 

continuous noise level over an 16 hour period. 

LA90 

A-weighted sound level exceeded for 90% of the measurement period, calculated via statistical analysis. The 

LA90 descriptor is typically used to establish background sound levels for noise impact assessments 

LA10 

A-weighted sound level exceeded for 10% of the measurement period, calculated via statistical analysis. 

LAFmax 

A-weighted sound level maximum sound pressure level that has been measured over a given time period 



APPENDIX A 
GLOSSARY OF ACOUSTIC TERMINOLOGY 

Acoustic Glossary 

Octave Bands 

The audio or frequency spectrum of the human ear is in the range of 20Hz to 20 kHz. The spectrum tells how 

the energy of the sound signal is distributed in frequency. Octave bands divides the audio spectrum into 10 

equal parts. The International Standards Organisation defines the centre frequency of these bands as 31.5Hz, 

63 Hz, 125 Hz, 250 Hz, 500 Hz, 1kHz, 2kHz, 4kHz, 8kHz and 16kHz. 

Noise Rating (NR) Curves  

A method of rating noise using a set of curves relating octave band sound pressure levels. Typically used for 

building services systems within offices 

Airborne sound 

Sound radiated from a source into the surrounding air e.g. musical instruments, tv/radio, machinery/equipment. 

Airborne sound insulation refers to the reduction or attenuation of airborne sound, usually via a solid partition 

between a source and receiver. 

Impact sound 

Sound resulting from the impact between colliding objects, e.g. footfall impact upon a floor. Impact sound 

insulation refers to the resistance of a floor to the transmission of impact sound, typically via the installation of 

a ‘resilient layer’ 

Flanking sound  

The transmission of airborne sound between two adjacent rooms by paths other than via the separating partition 

between the rooms, e.g. the abutment point of a wall and floor. 

Structure-borne noise 

Noise caused by the vibration of elements of a structure. This can result in reradiated noise, whereby the 

vibrating element transmits airborne sound into a space e.g. vibration caused by mechanical plant installed 

within a plant room which is not adequately isolated from the structure, or construction/demolition work in an 

adjacent building. 

Reverberant sound  

Sound in an enclosed space (usually a room), which results from repeated reflections at the boundaries. 

Reverberation time is the time taken for a steady sound level in an enclosed space to decay by 60dB, measured 

from the moment the sound source is switched off. A example of a typically reverberant space would be a classic 

church. Absorptive materials can be used to reduce reflections and reverberation times. 
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