
Appendix  F: Guide to Acoustic Terminology 

Ambient noise:  
 
The totally encompassing sound in a given situation at a given time.  Most often described in terms 
of the index LAeqT. 
 
Atmospheric absorption:  
 
The excess acoustic attenuation, over and above that caused by distance attenuation, due to the 
interaction of an acoustic wave with air molecules. 
 
A-weighting:  
 
A frequency weighting which differentiates between sounds of different frequency (pitch) in a 
similar way to the human ear. Units may be denoted as dB(A) or as sound pressure levels LpA in dB. A 
change of 3 dB(A) is the minimum perceptible under normal conditions, and a change of 10 dB(A) 
corresponds roughly to halving or doubling the loudness of a sound. 
 
Background noise:  
 
 See LA90. 
 
Correction (for characteristic features of noise source):   
 
A 5 dB penalty applied to the specific noise level if the noise being assessed “contains a 
distinguishable, discrete continuous note”, contains “distinct impulses”, or is “irregular enough to 
attract attention” (ref BS 4142:1997). 
 
Decibel (dB):  
  
A unit of level derived from the logarithm of the ratio between the value of a quantity and a 
reference value. It is used to describe the level of many different quantities. For sound pressure level 
the reference quantity is 20 μPa, the threshold of normal hearing is in the region of 0 dB, and 140 dB 
is the threshold of pain. A change of 1 dB is only perceptible under controlled conditions. 
 
Façade noise level:   
 
The noise level adjacent to the façade of a building, usually at a distance of 1 metre. 
 
Free-field noise level:  
 
 The noise level away from the façade of a building or other structure. 
 
Hertz (Hz):  
 
Unit of frequency, equal to one cycle per second. Frequency is related to the pitch of a sound. 
 
 
 
LA10T : The A weighted level of noise exceeded for 10% of the specified measurement 

period, T. It gives an indication of the upper limit of fluctuating noise such as that 



from road traffic. LA10,18hr is the arithmetic average of the 18 hourly LA10,1hr values 
from 0600 hrs to 2400 hrs. 

 
LA90T : The A weighted noise level exceeded for 90% of the specified time period, T.  In BS 

4142:1997 it is used to define background noise level. 
 
LAeqT : The equivalent continuous sound level - the sound level of a notionally steady sound 

having the same energy as a fluctuating sound over a specified measurement period, 
T.  This period is taken to be 16 hours (0700 hrs to 2300 hrs) and 8 hours (2300 to 
0700 hrs) to describe day and night, in PPG 24  LAeqT is used to describe many types 
of noise and can be measured directly with an integrating sound level meter.  

 
SEL or LAE:  The sound exposure level is the A-weighted sound energy produced by a discrete 

noise event averaged over one second, no matter how long the event actually took. 
This allows for comparisons to be made between different noise events which occur 
for different lengths of time. 

 


