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Appendix [Chapter 8 Appendix 1]   

8.1 Glossary of Acoustic Terminology 
Table 8. 1 Terminology relating to noise 

Term Definition 

Sound Pressure Sound, or sound pressure, is a fluctuation in air pressure over the static ambient pressure 

Sound Pressure Level (Sound 
Level) 

The sound level is the sound pressure relative to a standard reference pressure of 20Pa 
(20x10-6 Pascals) on a decibel scale. 

Decibel (dB) A scale for comparing the ratios of two quantities, including sound pressure and sound 
power. The difference in level between two sounds s1 and s2 is given by 20 log10 (s1/s2). 
The decibel can also be used to measure absolute quantities by specifying a reference 

value that fixes one point on the scale.  For sound pressure, the reference value is 20Pa. 

A-weighting, dB(A) The unit of sound level, weighted according to the A-scale, which takes into account the 
increased sensitivity of the human ear at some frequencies. 

Noise Level Indices Noise levels usually fluctuate over time, so it is often necessary to consider an average or 
statistical noise level. This can be done in several ways, so a number of different noise 
indices have been defined, according to how the averaging or statistics are carried out. 

LAeq,T A noise level index called the equivalent continuous noise level over the time period T. This 
is the level of a notional steady sound that would contain the same amount of sound energy 
as the actual, possibly fluctuating, sound that was recorded. 

Lmax,T A noise level index defined as the maximum noise level during the time period T.  Lmax is 
sometimes used for the assessment of occasional loud noises, which may have little effect 
on the overall Leq noise level but will still affect the noise environment.  Unless described 
otherwise, it is measured using the 'fast' sound level meter response. 

L90,T or Background Noise Level A noise level index defined as the noise level exceeded for 90% of the time over the time 
period T. L90 can be considered to be the "average minimum" noise level and is often used 
to describe the background noise. 

L10,T A noise level index. The noise level exceeded for 10% of the time over the period T. L10 can 
be considered to be the "average maximum" noise level.  Generally used to describe road 
traffic noise. 

Free-Field Far from the presence of sound reflecting objects (except the ground), usually taken to 
mean at least 3.5 metres 

Fast Time Weighting An averaging time used in sound level meters.  Defined in BS5969. 

 

Table 8. 2 Terminology relating to vibration 

Term Definition 

VDV Vibration Dose Value 

Displacement, Acceleration and 
Velocity 

Root Mean Square (r.m.s.) and 
Peak Values 

Peak Particle Velocity (PPV) 

Vibration is an oscillatory motion.  The magnitude of vibration can be defined in terms of 
displacement (how far from the equilibrium position that something moves), velocity (how 
fast something moves), or acceleration (the rate of change of velocity).  When describing 
vibration, one must specify whether peak values are used (i.e. the maximum displacement 
or maximum velocity) or r.m.s. / r.m.q. values (effectively an average value) are used.  
Standards for the assessment of building damage are usually given in terms of peak 
velocity (usually referred to as Peak Particle Velocity, or PPV), whilst human response to 
vibration is often described in terms of r.m.s. or r.m.q. acceleration. 

 


