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THE RECOMMENDED MASKING SPECTRUM FOR OPEN AND CLOSED OFFICES
Installers of sound masking systems do not always have the guidance of a specification to determine the masking spectrum to use.  This note provides recommended settings for both open and closed offices.  There is overwhelming evidence that the spectrum should be set using measurements with 1/3 octave bands.  This bandwidth catches irregularities in the spectrum that people can detect and be annoyed by.  It requires the use of real time analyzers the prices of which have reduced greatly in the recent past, and have increased their uses so they can be used for a number of other projects.
Open Offices
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Open offices have a variety of furniture systems.  The most important feature of these systems is the part that improves speech privacy: the panel height.  More sound masking is needed to provide acceptable privacy for lower panels, so overall masking levels need to be higher.  Many measurements in actual offices by Atlas and acoustical consultants have converged on a recommended spectrum that balances the need for speech privacy with occupant acceptance.  The recommendations given in Table 1 will work well in most conventional offices.  However, it is always important to walk the space after being set to make sure no special situations must be taken into account.  Since Atlas speakers can be adjusted individually, it is always possible to make local level changes where needed. 
[image: image2.jpg]Frequency | 160 [ 200 | 250 | 315 | 400 [ 500 | 630 [ 800 | 1000
LeveLdB | 41 30 20 39 38 37 35 33 31
Frequency | 1250 | 1600 | 2000 | 2500 | 3150 | 4000 | 5000 | 6300 | 8000
LeveLdB | 29 26 24 22 20 17 15 12 10




 
Closed Offices

Most often, persons in closed offices desire confidentiality from those outside the office.  The occupant will close the door to achieve this, but in modern offices it is seldom sufficient.  There are several paths of sound from one office to another, any of which can carry intelligible speech. Most offices have a continuous ceiling plenum that acts as a return air path.  With a return air grille in each office there is an excellent path for speech between offices.  In some designs, the suspended ceiling is continuous so that the surrounding walls must butt up against them with possible irregularities that will transmit speech.  The sound isolation of the walls themselves may be insufficient to block speech, especially those that are demountable.  


Measurements of speech privacy in a number of projects have shown what is required to achieve Confidential Privacy (Privacy Index of 95, or Articulation Index of 0.05).  The spectrum given in Table 2 below is that recommended for closed offices.   The overall A-Weighted level for that graph is 44 dB(A).  The actual level can be adjusted between 42 dB(A) and 46 dB(A), the lower level being for more heavily constructed offices and the higher level being for under-floor masking.
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