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PRIVACY AND SOUND BLOCKAGE
by Noral D. Stewart

In many stuations, it is dedrable to provide isolation from disturbing sounds or speech privecy. This
involves maorethan blocking sound, and blocking sound initself isamore complex matter than many people
understand. Background sound must aso be controlled. Different voice levels and different degrees of
privacy must be considered. Each change of one step in voice level equas a change of one step in the
degreeof privacy. If you have confidentid privacy for anorma voice, you will only have normd privacy for
arasedvoice. Mogt offices provide only norma privacy for anorma voice. Thisalowsfreedom towork
without distraction. A careful effort isneeded to provide confidentia privacy, especialy for araised voice.

Consder first the case of speech privacy between two enclosed rooms. It is very important to provide
adequate blockage of sound. When there are solid walls between the spesker and the potentid listener, the
"STC" rating of the wall can be used to compare wal performance. It aso can be used with other
information on the rooms and the congtruction to estimate the blockage of sound. However, privecy
depends on more than the wall performance. You must consider other paths of transmisson and the
masking sound available. The primary path of the sound may not be through the wall between spaces.
Sound coming over walls and through cellings, or through doors, must be considered. Thereisaso the
phenomenon of flanking, where sound travels dong common sidewalls or floors. The size and amount of
sound absorption in both the source and listening rooms will influence the overdl isolation. A most
important factor often overlooked isthe amount and character of any available background masking sound
intheligening space. If itisso quiet you can hear apin drop, you will probably hear thepin drop. Privacy
isafunction of asgnd to noiseratio. The signd isthe spoken word and the noiseisthe background sound
provided by the ventilation system or other source. With modern lightweight construction methods, careful
control of background sound levelsis often essentid to achieve adequete privecy.

Control of background sound becomes especialy important in open plan offices. There, itisjust possbleto
achieve acceptable freedom from digtraction if everything is doneright. Good openplan design requires
atention to detail. There must be the right ceiling, the right divider panels, proper use of absorption on
vertical surfaces, good planning of arrangement, and usudly an dectronic background masking sound
sysem.

The STC rating is very useful in evduating a structure's ability to block sound. Unfortunately, thisratingis
aso often misused. Itisacompromiserating. Two wallsthat have similar STC ratings can produce very
different results. One can be much better for blocking speech, while the other could be much better for
blocking low-frequency sounds. A wall with alesser STC may actudly produce amore desirableresultin
some cases. Wallsor windowswith ar cavitiesare usudly poor blockers of low frequency sound. Heavy
solid walls may do a better job at low frequencies, but a poorer job in the speech range.



