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The ACCEPTABILITY OF SOUND MASKING

Managers of facilities may want to use sound masking to create acoustical privacy (primarily from the distractions caused by intelligible conversations of those surrounding the persons affected) but are concerned that such sounds may have health effects or may cause annoyance or stress among the listeners.  This report discusses these factors and shows that there are no adverse health effects, and if properly used, sound masking can alleviate stress.

In section 7.7 of the Sound Conditioning Manual (1983), it states:

"Have the sound masking convey as little information to the listener as possible." 

The manual goes on to describe what this means:

The equipment should be unseen and inaccessible to listeners. 

The sound should have no meaningful information, such as repetitive sounds, beats, level variations, nor should it be switched on or off. 

It should not be localizable.

The sound should be spatially uniform and cover all relevant areas. 

The sound should have a spectrum that listeners find inoffensive (no hiss or rumble).

When these characteristics are met, sound masking is found not only to be acceptable, but also to have positive effects. 

With regard to adverse health effects, the lowest sound level at which any physiological response has been found to occur is near 70 decibels (dB), and is a slight change in eye response.  Sound masking is never higher than 50 dB which is 100 times less than the minimum effect. Sound levels commonly experienced on the street or listening to music are between 70 and 80 dB.  As a result, it has never been found necessary to study the influence of low level sounds on the health of a person.  

The primary purpose of sound masking is to provide acoustical privacy, primarily that of speech.  In cases where conversations are sensitive or confidential, such as in medical, financial, or personal discussions, it has been found that stress is relieved due to knowing that such conversations cannot be overheard.  As a result, sound masking is used in the offices of psychiatrists, medical doctors, lawyers, and financial advisors.  In cases where persons need to be relieved of having to listen to the sounds of others, it has been found to relieve stress due to annoyance prevention.  It is used in offices (employee conversations), homes (barking dogs, neighbor conversations or TV), in libraries (where too much quiet permits hearing every sniffle or page turn), and for patients in hospitals (paging, coughing and crying out). 
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