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An in-depth look at improving call centre acoustics and restoring speech intelligibility and employee comfort at an open plan office.
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Humans can comprehend 1.6 

conversations at any one time. 

For telephone operators 

experiencing multiple noise 

sources, the ability to 

comprehend client 

conversations can be seriously 

hindered.

Open plan offices should have 

a noise range

of 49 and 58 decibels –

allowing for effective verbal 

communication and to prevent 

employee stress and fatigue. 

Modern offices often have 

decibel levels beyond 60.

Exposure to excessive noise in 

offices has been shown to lead 

to a stress response in 

workers, negatively affecting 

comprehension, memory and 

the ability to concentrate on 

tasks.

http://tpr.org/post/how-can-we-all-listen-better
http://www.human.cornell.edu/dea/outreach/upload/FPM-Notes_Vol1_Number11.pdf


On September the 1st, 2013, Resonics completed a call centre acoustic installation at Affinity Sutton’s contact centre in Kent. 

Resonics was contacted by the housing company to investigate and remedy noise issues at its 4th floor call centre. The open plan office holds as many as 35 operators conducting 
phone conversations at any one time. The call centre’s acoustics were poor, creating a clamorous environment and compromising call privacy.

Resonics conducted a full acoustic survey and installation using a combination of absorptive ceiling rafts and wall panels in a bid to achieve a comfortable work environment for the
phone operators.

Work included a pre and post-installation professional acoustic survey of the contact centre to measure the effectiveness of the installation.
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The brief



The office and call centre acoustics
Due to the nature of the business, call centre acoustics are often poor, however, the  open- plan office design made the noise levels at this contact centre particularly bad:

• Comprised of hard, reflective surfaces, including alcove walling with highly noise-reverberant glass windows, noise in the room had nowhere to escape and was propelled rapidly 
around the room.

• Ambient noise from operational HVAC systems, dot-matrix boards and lighting, was compounded by the high level of noisy activity in the office. The callers, separated only 
by low desk screens, were exposed to conversational noise from nearby operators. The figure above shows the configuration of desks in the office.
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Studies routinely show us that 
open plan offices, the office of 
choice for modern businesses, 

augment noise, and can reduce 
productivity by up to 66%.

http://resonics.co.uk/open-plan-office-acoustics/
http://www.techradar.com/news/audio/how-your-noisy-open-plan-office-is-making-you-66-less-productive-1148580/1#articleContent


Resonics was asked to provide a full survey and technical report of the call centre’s acoustics  centre before and 
after the treatment.

• On behalf of Resonics, independent acoustic surveyor A.S.K Acoustics undertook a full technical survey 
of the noise environment.

• Using interrupted pink noise signals and microphones, the internal noise level of the office was measured at
various positions, as shown in the figure above. Measurements were taken at five-minute intervals 
as the office was fully operable. Findings are shown in the adjoining table.

Initial logarithmic measurements 
of the call centre revealed 

acoustic pressure at various points 
to range from 58 to 65 decibels 

(dB) - equal to the sound of a 
vacuum cleaner or a loud radio.

Noise assessment
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Measurement 

Position 

Test 

Condition 

LAeq,T dB No. Call 

Takers 

SPL1 Operational 65.5 35 

SPL2 Operational 65.6 31 

SPL3 Operational 64.7 35 

SPL4 Operational 58.3 32 



B

A

Acoustic treatment
Hanging acoustic panels and acoustic wall panels manufactured by industry-leader Ecophon were used in order to attempt to restore acoustic clarity to the call centre. Hanging 
square panels were installed in a patterned design on the ceiling whilst the wall panels formed a natural sound absorber between the partitioned desks of the phone operators.    

Ecophon Solo square acoustic ceiling rafts with Class-A sound absorption. Each provided in a white frost finish and suspended from the soffit horizontally.

Ecophon Akusto-C acoustic wall panelling with Class-A sound absorption with edge-c in a low-profile thinline framework.

A

B
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http://www.ecophon.com/uk
http://resonics.co.uk/acoustic-products-projects/ecophon-solo-circle/?portfolioID=4090
http://resonics.co.uk/acoustic-products-projects/ecophon-akusto-acoustic-panels/?portfolioID=4090


The ‘before and after’ comparison of the sound environments is summarised in the table below. Notable is the numerical difference in the measured sound pressure level (decibels).

Measurement 

Position 

Test 

Condition 

Pre-treatment

LAeq,T dB

No. Call 

Takers 

Post-treatment

LAeq,T dB

No. Call 

Takers 

Diff. ΔLAeq

Post-Pre 

(dB) 

SPL1 Operational 65.5 35 53.4 30 -12.1 

SPL2 Operational 65.6 31 54.7 32 -10.9 

SPL3 Operational 64.7 35 50.3 32 -14.4 

SPL4 Operational 58.3 32 49.7 25 -8.6 

Average (Log) Operational 64.3 33 52.5 30 -11.8 

The overall reduction in sound pressure levels from the logarithmically-averaged sound pressure levels in all four measurement positions between the pre and post-treatment 
conditions is 11.8 dB. From psychoacoustic theory, a reduction in sound pressure level of -10 dB is equivalent to a “halving of the perceived loudness of a sound”. This premise is 
significant, because the reduction in the average sound pressure levels presented in the table above, is in fact greater than this 10dB benchmark.

"The significant reductions in measured RT and sound pressure level should now result in a much more acoustically comfortable 
environment relative to telephonic communication and a noticeable improvement in speech privacy relative to individual operative 

positions." - Alex Krasnik, A.S.K Acoustics

The full technical letter from A.S.K Acoustics outling the acoustic improvements showns in the table, can be found here.

It is apparent from this independent testing that Resonics’ acoustic treatment to the contact centre created greater acoustic clarity and comfort for the phone operators 
using the space, following more than a halving of the perceived sound level in the ‘before and after’ assessment.

Call centre acoustics are often troublesome, with high levels of conversational noise in open-plan offices often compromising the job of the caller. This study shows,however, that 
despite the nature of the business, comfortable noise levels can be achieved for caller comfort. 
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Post-Installation assessment

http://www.construction.co.uk/company_588779.htm
http://resonics.co.uk/?p=7965
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychoacoustics
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http://resonics.co.uk
http://resonics.co.uk/contact/
https://www.facebook.com/resonics?fref=ts
https://plus.google.com/+ResonicsCoUk/posts
http://www.pinterest.com/fabricwalluk/
https://twitter.com/resonics
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