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Characteristics of Noise 

Noise is generally defined as unwanted sound. It is emitted from many natural and man-made 

sources. Sound pressure levels are usually measured and expressed in decibels (dB). The decibel 

scale is logarithmic and expresses the ratio of the sound pressure unit being measured to a standard 

reference level. Most sounds occurring in the environment do not consist of a single frequency, but 

rather a broad band of differing frequencies. The intensities of each frequency add together to 

generate sound. Because the human ear does not respond to all frequencies equally, the method 

commonly used to quantify environmental noise consists of evaluating all of the frequencies of a 

sound according to a weighting system. It has been found that the A-weighted decibel [dB(A)] filter on 

a sound level meter, which includes circuits to differentially measure selected audible frequencies, 

best approximates the frequency response of the human ear. 

The degree of disturbance from exposure to unwanted sound ± noise ± depends upon three factors: 

1. The amount, nature, and duration of the intruding noise

2. The relationship between the intruding noise and the existing sound environment; and

3. The situation in which the disturbing noise is heard

In considering the first of these factors, it is important to note that individuals have varying sensitivity 

to noise. Loud noises bother some people more than other people, and some individuals become 

increasingly upset if an unwanted noise persists. The time patterns and durations of noise(s) also 

affect perception as to whether or not it is offensive. For example, noises that occur during nighttime 

(sleeping) hours are typically considered to be more offensive than the same noises in the daytime. 

With regard to the second factor, individuals tend to judge the annoyance of an unwanted noise in 

terms of its relationship to noise from other sources (background noise). A car horn blowing at night 

when background noise levels are low would generally be more objectionable than one blowing in the 

afternoon when background noise levels are typically higher. The response to noise stimulus is 

analogous to the response to turning on an interior light. During the daytime an illuminated bulb 

simply adds to the ambient light, but when eyes are conditioned to the dark of night, a suddenly 

illuminated bulb can be temporarily blinding. 

The third factor ± situational noise ± is related to the interference of noise with activities of individuals. 

In a 60 dB(A) environment such as is commonly found in a large business office, normal conversation 

would be possible, while sleep might be difficult. Loud noises may easily interrupt activities that 

require a quiet setting for greater mental concentration or rest; however, the same loud noises may 

not interrupt activities requiring less mental focus or tranquility. 

As shown in Figure 2, most individuals are exposed to fairly high noise levels from many sources on 

a regular basis. To perceive sounds of greatly varying pressure levels, human hearing has a non-

linear sensitivity to sound pressure exposure. Doubling the sound pressure results in a three decibel 

change in the noise level; however, variations of three decibels [3 dB(A)] or less are commonly 
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readily noticeable. A ten-fold increase in the sound pressure level correlates to a 10 decibel [10 
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