
Acoustics in the Workplace: Creating Environments That Sound as Good as They Look
Modern workplaces often feature open floor plans, 
collaborative zones, and flexible layouts designed 
to enhance interaction and adaptability, but these 
environments also bring unique acoustic challenges. 
Properly managed acoustics can significantly improve 
focus, boost productivity, and support employee comfort 
and well-being. On the other hand, excessive noise can 
lead to distractions, heighten stress levels, and diminish 
performance. Common culprits include phone calls 
and conversations (particularly in open-plan offices); 
busy collaboration zones and coffee stations near work 
areas; and external disturbances like traffic, construction, 
and city noise that seep in through windows or poorly 
insulated walls. Even HVAC systems, which are essential 
for comfort, can sometimes produce constant background 
noise making it challenging to clearly hear speech in 
collaborative environments.

To address these sources of noise, thoughtful acoustic 
design comes into play. Effective acoustic design centers 
around three core principles: Absorption, Blocking, and 
Masking. Below are some common Absorption, Blocking, 
and Masking techniques that can be used to create 
effective acoustic environments: 

1.	 Absorb sound overhead. Open ceilings or exposed 
overhead decks often create a powerful design 
aesthetic, but reflect sound, significantly amplifying 

reverberation and making for a “noisy” space. 
Fortunately, there are design interventions that 
help absorb this reverb to stabilize the acoustics of 
the room, while maintaining a similar architectural 
aesthetic. These ideas include absorptive acoustic 
panels installed directly onto ceilings or walls (or 
for increased performance they may be offset from 
surfaces on resilient clips). Acoustic baffles are 
another absorption solution. They help to break up 
and absorb sound initially as it passes upward toward 
the overhead deck, and again as it reverberates 
back down toward the baffle plane. Of course, few 
techniques work more efficiently than installing 
an acoustic ceiling: While you may not achieve a 
completely-open look, today’s acoustic ceiling tiles are 
excellent at absorbing sound as it hits the ceiling plane. 

2.	 Block  sound transmission through f loors 
and walls. Lightly-constructed walls and floors 
present plenty of opportunity for sound to pass 
through to adjacent spaces. For walls, begin 
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Remember those noisy HVAC systems?  They 
can sometimes act as de-facto sound masking 
features as well, so exercise care with respect 
to where they’re located in your space.

Continued on next page. >
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by considering whether to extend them all the way to the deck above (blocking sound from going over the 
top) and then fill stud cavities with sound attenuation insulation (absorbing noise as it passes through the 
wall).  For even more sound-resistive walls, consider doubling the gypsum board finish layers, or using 
double rows of studs with an air gap to prevent sound from physically transferring through building materials. 
 
When it comes to floors, some are better at blocking than others. Thick concrete floor slabs do a great job blocking 
sound, but lightly framed floors may not.  Flooring materials like carpet and resilient tiles or planks are great options 
when it comes to sound absorption, and in the same way help to mitigate sound transfer through a floor structure.

3.	 Mask and absorb with electrical and mechanical solutions. Not all solutions are passive in the space.  Active 
elements like sound masking and mechanical systems help to “normalize” a neutral sound volume to enhance 
localized speech privacy. For example, electronic sound masking systems feature targeted sound emitters placed 
just above ceiling level, or near the upper range of open spaces. By emitting a low-level, consistent hum that is 
targeted in the frequency range of human speech, this sound makes conversations at a distance difficult to hear 
clearly, both protecting speech privacy and eliminating speech distraction, particularly in open-office environments. 
For additional sound absorption, consider lighting fixtures with PET felt housings, or acoustic light clouds. These 
elements combine attractive lighting features and sound absorption in one, making them ideal for open ceilings. 
These same PET felt materials can be applied to walls and separate spaces while providing acoustic assistance.

4.	 Other architectural features and design. The space overhead isn’t the only opportunity to soak up sound. 
Soft finish materials like carpet, drapery/window treatments, and even wallcoverings help to significantly 
reduce reverberation of sound in rooms. In addition, consider adjacencies: Avoid placing quiet workstations 
next to noisy areas like break rooms or collaboration zones. If they must be adjacent, be sure to use some 
of the techniques listed above to absorb and block. Finally, designate quiet rooms or “focus pods” where 
employees can retreat for heads-down work. These spaces should be acoustically isolated and comfortable. 
 
By absorbing, blocking, and masking sound appropriately, and by considering the physical and functional layout 
of the space, organizations can create environments that support both collaboration and concentration. When 
acoustic design is integrated from the start, the result is a workplace that not only looks beautiful but also sounds, 
and feels, better for everyone who uses it.
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