
What are Decibels (dB)?

Decibels (dB) are a logarithmic unit used to measure the intensity of sound. Unlike linear
scales, the decibel scale reflects the way human hearing perceives changes in sound
intensity. Specifically, a 10 dB increase represents a doubling of perceived loudness, while
a 10 dB decrease halves it. This logarithmic relationship means that small changes in dB
can correspond to significant changes in perceived volume.

In the context of UK house building, residential retrofits, and home renovations, understanding
decibels is crucial for designing effective ventilation systems, soundproofing, and ensuring
compliance with Building Regulations. For example, Approved Document E of the Building
Regulations (2023) sets specific sound insulation standards for walls, floors, and ceilings in
residential buildings, often measured in dB.

Practical Example:
In a home extension project, a mechanical ventilation system might produce 50 dB of noise. To
ensure occupant comfort, this noise level should be reduced to 40 dB in living areas, which would
halve the perceived loudness. This can be achieved through acoustic insulation or selecting quieter
equipment.

Synonyms:
Sound level, noise level.

Related Terms:

Sound Pressure Level (SPL): The measurement of sound pressure in decibels, often used to1.
quantify noise levels in buildings.
Acoustic Insulation: Materials or techniques used to reduce sound transmission between2.
spaces, critical for meeting Approved Document E requirements.
Ventilation Noise: The sound generated by mechanical ventilation systems, which must be3.
minimised to comply with Part F of the Building Regulations.
Reverberation Time: The time it takes for sound to decay in a space, relevant for designing4.
acoustically comfortable rooms.
Noise Pollution: Unwanted or harmful outdoor noise, which can impact indoor environments5.
and is regulated under the Environmental Protection Act 1990.
Sound Absorption Coefficient: A measure of a material’s ability to absorb sound, important6.
for selecting acoustic treatments.
Background Noise: The ambient noise level in a space, which should be considered when7.
designing ventilation systems.
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