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THE USE OF FIBERGLASS BATTS AS SOUND ATTENUATORS

  There are only two ways sound levels can be reduced as they travel from a sound source to a person listening in an office facility.  The first is to reduce the amount of sound reflected within a room and the second is to reduce the amount of sound transmitted from one room to another.  Sound reflections are best attenuated through the use of porous materials, of which fiberglass is best.  Sound transmission is best attenuated through the used of heavy materials, of which concrete or cinder block is best.  The optimum materials for each are not interchangeable; one is light and fuzzy the other is heavy and solid.

  It has been standard practice for years to place fiberglass batts in walls that are meant to block sound transmitted from room to room.  It is the massiveness of the wall that creates the sound attenuation; the fiberglass is used to reduce the reflections internal to the wall; this provides a small improvement in wall performance.  Because of this use however, facilities designers have come to believe that fiberglass blocks sound transmitted from one place to another; it does not.  Fiberglass will attenuate an adequate percentage of sound reflected from it, but will attenuate only very little that passes through it.

  In office facilities, the common application of this erroneous belief is placing fiberglass batts in the common ceiling plenum between closed offices to improve the sound attenuation between them.  Not only does it place fibrous materials in the air flow associated with the return air; it does not work.  When an interoffice communication problem occurs, the solution almost always requires much more sound attenuation than the small loss associated with fiberglass.  The physical fundamentals of sound transmission permit us only three methods to cure such a problem.

1. Shut off the source.  Stopping people from talking is not a workable solution.

2. Increase the sound attenuation between the rooms.   Increasing the weight of the suspended ceiling, or raising the separating partition to the structural ceiling are workable, but costly and disruptive solutions.

3. Increase the background levels in the listener's office slightly.  Adding sound masking is a workable solution and is neither costly nor disruptive.  Masking can be customized to each room to meet the privacy requirements of the occupants.  When the requirements change, the degree of privacy can be adjusted quickly and easily with no structural changes.
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