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A s many tenants 
discover when they 
inhabit a space, not 

all considerations are made for 
room acoustics and appropriate 
background noise levels when 
tenant spaces are finished out. 
Common complaints are HVAC 
systems that are too loud and 
lack of privacy from co-workers 
or adjacent tenants. Another 
common complaint is that 
spaces are too reverberant. In 
an era of Web meetings and 
tele-presence, tenants expect 
calls to be clear and intelligible. 
Unfortunately, many of these fit-
outs are unfit for their tenants’ 
uses. Addressing some of these 
issues during the design and 
construction can greatly reduce 
the complaints from tenants.

■ Noise isolation - sharing 
common walls and slabs. In 
an open office environment, 
audible signals from co-workers 
are commonplace. A phone 
conversation may be faintly 
overheard; team gatherings are 
detected. However, when an 
office team is separated into 
private and semi-private offices, 
co-workers expect noise isolation 
so that conversations, computer 
loudspeakers, and other similar 
distractions are not overheard. 
One of the most disconcerting 
feelings is knowing that a 
co-worker is completely out of 
sight on the other side of a wall, 

but somehow many of their 
actions are easily detected. Or 
even worse, two adjacent tenants 
can have inconsistent activities 
(for example, a veterinary clinic 
adjacent to an athletic training 
facility) with limited sound 
isolation and no tolerance for 
each other’s conflicting activities. 

Fortunately, these issues can 
be solved with proper planning. 
Full-height walls with acoustical 
batt insulation in the wall 
cavities are a first step toward 
proper noise isolation. Also, 
proper sealing of the base and 
the top of the walls is necessary. 
For some critical adjacencies, 
building owners and contractors 
will extend their walls to 6 to 
8 inches above the finished 
ceiling and not account for the 
fact that grid ceilings are far less 
efficient at isolating noise than 
gypsum walls that continue to 
the deck. Also, open plenums 
and services that penetrate 
full-height walls are culprits in 
transferring noise between noise-
critical spaces. Some spaces are 
more critical than others, and it 
is possible to go overboard on 
acoustical details if not applied 
judiciously. For this reason, a 
qualified acoustical consultant 
is well-equipped to resolve these 
questions for each type of tenant.

■ HVAC noise control. It 
is rare for a core/shell space 
to be properly designed for 

the background noise levels 
necessary for private office 
and conference room tenants, 
let alone tenant spaces that 
are even more noise critical, 
such as clinics or studios. 
What recourse is available if 
existing HVAC noise must be 
quieted? This question can be 
complicated by aesthetics that 
are unfriendly to noise control. 
For example, tenants will be 
more vulnerable to the noise of 
ductwork when a ceiling is open 
to the structure above. Even a 

simple grid ceiling can provide 
necessary attenuation, while 
gypsum ceilings are preferred 
for especially noise-critical spaces 
when ductwork runs through 
the ceiling void. Dampers must 
be sufficiently open to prevent 
turbulence and noise at the 
grilles and diffusers. All joints in 
the ductwork should be properly 
taped and sealed. If possible, 
replace sections of ductwork 
with internally lined ductwork 
or introduce silencers upstream 
of the office space to quiet fan 
noise from the main HVAC 
units.

■ Room acoustics. Lastly, 
keep attuned to the speech 
intelligibility needs of each 
tenant. Conference rooms can 
be particularly problematic 
since they are used for a wide 
array of multi-media and tele-
presence functions. Frequently, 
the acoustical and technical 
demands of the room take a 
back seat to the architecture 
of these spaces. While top-of-
the-line audio systems with 
noise and echo cancellation 
may be specified, even the best 
systems cannot compensate 
for an unforgiving room that 
reverberates and muddles 
speech. Simple wall, floor and 
ceiling finishes can go a long way 
to quiet the build-up of echoes in 
a conference room. In addition 
to standard carpet, an acoustical 

ceiling tile grid will greatly 
reduce the reverberation in a 
conference room, even if only 
used with 50% to 75% coverage. 
For greater intelligibility, there 
is added benefit in mounting 
fabric-wrapped fiberglass 
panels from chair height to 
ceiling on at least 50% of two 
adjacent walls. This can be a 
challenge in contemporary 
office environments where 
floor-to-ceiling exterior glass 
is commonplace and where 
interior glazing is used to meet 
sustainable building goals. Take 
advantage of the remaining 
gypsum wall board finishes by 
covering these surfaces with 
efficient fabric-wrapped panels. 
This type of treatment is key in 
providing speech intelligibility 
and clarity for spaces with a wide 
range of events and multi-media. 

■ Understand your space. 
If all of the potential uses are 
considered upfront for tenant 
spaces, many headaches and 
conflicts can be avoided. Noise 
isolation, HVAC noise control, 
and room acoustics finishes, 
when carefully considered, can 
be used for great success in 
tenant spaces. Be aware of the 
acoustical solutions that work 
best for each specific application 
and transform passable office 
spaces into highly sought after 
work environments.
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