PSYCHOLOGY TQDAY Of

- Urban noise batters the
‘psyche along with the

eardrums. It may make

us less sociable, aggra-
vate mental problems,
increase  aggressiveness.
But how we perceive it
depends on attitudes as
well as decibels.

la@ma, _ame o oo o o
BY SHELDON COHEN

t was summier, and the weather
was:sunny: a good day for

houstholders in Seattle to mow -

their’ lawns—and for psycholo-
gists Kenneth E. Mathews and Lance
Canon tq conduct a ficld experiment.
As people walked down the street,
they encountered a confederate of the
experimenters’ as he “‘accidentally”
dropped several volumes from an arm-
load of books he was carrying. In half
of the encounters, a lawn mower
without a muffler was running at full
throttle nearby; in half, it was turned
off. When the lawn mower was off, 50
percent of the passersby picked up the
books and handed them back; when it
was going full tilt, only 12.5 percent

came to the stranget’s aid!
" Those figurces are part of the accu-

mulating evidence that noise can af--

fect human beings in unexpected
ways. Studies of how noisc affects
hearing and other aspects:of physical
health have been going on for years,
but it is only rccently that investigd-
tors have turncd their attention to the
- psychological effects of noise. Re-
scarchers wantg to know just how irri-
‘tating noisc is to people and just how

ally causes. The degree of irritation
people feel scems to vary greatly, de-
pending in part on how necessary a
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" nois¢ scems to be and how predictable

it is. There are provoca‘tivc hints that

noise may have an adverse effect on
emotional well-being. Recent re-
search suggests that ndise can reduce
both sociability and scnsitivity to the
needs of others.

Questions about noise arc of more
than academic interest. Distracting,
unwanted sound is part of our every-
day experience. Our homes are full of
noisy appliances: air' conditioners,
vacuum cleaners, dishwashers, refrig-
crators, exhaust fans. The streets blare
with the sound of cars trucks, motor-
cycles, and ]ackhammm Even our
neighbors, our chlldrul and our
spouses are sources of noise. There is
reason to believe that noise levels in
residential communities have in-
creased substantially during the past
25 years; the Environmental Protee-
tion Agency (EPA) cstimates that

- more than 70 million Americans now

live in neighborhoods with noisc lev:
cls high enough to intertfere with corhr
munication and to cause annoyance
and dissatisfaction. In a recent Census
Burcau survey, street noise was the
most-mentioned neighborhood prob:.:

veyed complaincd about it. And not
long ago, the U.S. Natlonzll, Rescarch
Counc1l reported that more than 12,
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million people were thinki
g because they fowd ned

1 of mov-
ixhborhood
NOINC exasperting,

The issue of noise s pprticularly
tintely because the Reagan adminis-

tration’s proposed budget grovides no -
ise Abate-

funds for the Office of Ne
ment and Control after mid- 1
office, a subdivision of thy
created by Congress to coo
tional noise-control efforts,
aress may refuse to letitdie. [titis ac-
tually dissolved, however, jthat could
mean relaxed federal regulation of
noise sources such as trugks, buses,
motoreycles, and railroads

t)‘ﬂ The
lfl’/\, was
rdinate na-

noise on health and welld
cutbacks in assistance to stptes and lo-
calities trying to develop and enforce
noisc-abatement legislatio.
: ‘ ‘ ]
ctore discussing] the
scarch that has tc&n
so far,
derstand  what
mean by sound and noisc

re-

Sound re-

Jreduced
support for rescarch on the éftects of
baing; and

done
it is important to un-
s¢ientists

sults from changes in air pxusum that .

are detected by the car. Nojsg
~chological term referring go
ant, unwanted, or intolerable'sound. It

1s a psy-

unpleas- .

i -
follows that noise is in the car of the
beholder. Thus, even loud sounds may

sometimes be judged desirhb
soft sounds may be considered noisy.
Your neighbor may enjoy listening to
a rock album at a’.spmid
shakes the foundation of sfour house,
while you find the same sqund infuri-
ating. Likéwise, the sound
whispering endearments te
during a theater performancg
barély andible, but other rhembers of
the audience may react tolit
truding noise.

¢, while -

lgvel that |

ofla couple
‘cach other |
may be -

s an in-

The problem for social sci¢ntists is -

how to measure the extent 0 which
noise disturbs people. One pbyious ap-
proach is to count formal qomplaints,
which do, of course, reflpet annoy-
ance. The difficulty is thad not every-

one who is disturbed files ajcomplaint.
In general, better-educated,) higher-
income, higher social-statub people
complain most often. It

_they are more annoyed thay

s not that -

understand the comk-

ple but that they)
d
better and more of-

plaint procedurg
ten expect somey
Complaints are thus not an accurate
measurg of reaftion to noise. Most
community noﬁi;c rescarch—that i,
studices done oufside the I;lb()ratory»:
used on the level of

Hne to listen to thmq‘.

has thegetore fod
. annoyaugee peop

yc report in intervie wk

Or On quutmmxm\c ‘

gmd Con-/" The usual fo

follows: “To w
noyed becausce

hmt for surveys is as
hat degree are you an-
Tlu npisc |of plancy,

trucks, or some mhu &thhLd source

! |

B

that psychological factors—attitudes
and beliefs about a noise and it$
spurce—are of cqual or even greater
importance than the intensity of a

sound. Studies done near London’s -

Heathrow Airport by sociologist Au:
brey McKennell and similar studies

ih the vicinity of Kennedy Airport in.

New York by atoustic sociologist
Paul Borsky showed that respondents
wcre greatly influenced by what they
imagined other people’s attitudes to
be. Subjects who assumed that pilots,
airport personnel, and government of-

Can noise. cause me

{
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htal iliness? The evidence
is mixed. But worqus habitually exposed

to hi h -intensity sound complain of instability,
sexu l lmpotence and anxiety.

of sound] inter;

{ ' . \
; .
i

relaxation; heating radio and televi-

sion; hearing
study?’® Such
buried in a br
ing satisfactio

conversation; work,
questions arc usually
ad interview concern-
n with neighborhood

and community, which avoids mak-

ing respondent
posed to comp
Many interv

5 feel that they are sup-

ain about noise. |
! . -
ew studies have bedn

done in neighborhoods near airports,
highways, and‘.factonus Rcsponscs
shew that the nature.of a person’s re-

action | to soun
range of influe

ing of whxch is}

{ is affected by a wide
iccs the lcast smpné
Houdness. Annoyanga

mounts with the decibels. [A sound

ugxscehng zer
est sound that e
son with good

{decibels is the weak
can be heard by a per-
tars in quict surround-

ings.) \Ba;ckground sounds up to.50

dCCibLJlS;, the le

vcl of an air condmon-

ttus with sleep, lcst

er, annoy only|a few people. chmty.

decibels fa vac mm cleaner, for exam-
ple) irritates 4 high percentage ot
hearers, while 1110 decibels (a nvatmg
machihe) is i qu to grate on alimost
cvuryonc Co 1plamts are most fre-
quent '‘when there is high-intensity
sound: {iet ta cott at 120-decibels):

abteevidence

.4

ficials couldn’t care less about those
who had to listen to planes were much
more annoyed by airport sounds than
were people who believed someone
cared. Respondents were also more
annoyed when they thought the noise
was unnecessary, disliked other as-
pects of their environment, believed
that noise was harmful to their health,
or feared plane crashes.

Studies of annoyance with traffic

- noise similarly indicate the important

role of psychological and sociological
factors. German researchers have
found that traffic annoyance increases

with worry about accidents; a percep-

tion that it is difficult to reduce the

noise level; and, dissatisfaction with:

other aspects of the ncighborhood. Re-

" spondents who believe noise is harm- |

ful to their health also report greater
annoyance. !

A survey by socmloglsts Craig

Humphrey and John Krout at Pennsyl-
vania State University has shown that
concern about the economicimpact of

a noise source is an important pre- °

dictor of noise annoyance. Respon-
dents who believed that a nearby
limited-access highway adversely af-

“fected the valuc of their property were

;
|
|

o
|
|

psveHpLaGY ToDay ocToBER tesr 41

'




more annoved with

ithe noise than

were the people w hu a\puud the

highway to increase
That relationship hel
far people lived fro
The study also shoy

woperty values.

| no matter how
1 the higlg‘»\my
ed, that péople

who believed the road made jobs; veli-
gious scrvices, stored, and other ser-

vices more accessib
noved by the traffic
those not holding th
the American and
scarchers found that
tors such as age, inc
tion were unrelated

¢ were less an-
wise than were
t-attitude. Both
he German re-
cmographic fac-
me, and educa-
0 annoyance.

" A striking study was donc by Swed-
ish sociologists Rupe Cederlof; Er-

land Jonsson, and

§tefan Sorensen,

who tried to lessgn irritation by
changing community attitudes to-
ward the source of npise. They sent a

group of residents n
torce base a souveni

ar a Swedish air
book that com-

memorated the 50th anniversary of
the Royal Swedish Ajir Force and sug-
gested that peopleliving near the base

believed the air foree

to.be of vital im-

portance to the country. ’SUI‘VC)’S con-

ducted scveral weeks
later showed that thi

‘ugd cven years
s group was less

annoyed by aircraft poisc than was a
control group from t 1c‘1amc commu-
Auity that had not reecived the souve-

nir book. In short, r,dcfkining the im-

portance of the noise

source drastical-

ly reduced annoyancf Thus it appears
that the meaning ofia noisc for a par-

her erCLpthIl of 1t

- ticular respondent 1s crycial to his or

!

Although there is no accepted the-
ory of annoyance that explains such
findings, many of the psychological
factors associated with noise annoy-
ance are understandable if annoyance
is viewed'as a mild form of anger. Ac-
cording to cognitive theories of emo-
tion, anger occurs when people gbe-
lieve that they have been harmed and
that the hairm was both avoidable and
undescerved. In noisy situations, harm
may include threats to health and
property values, blocking of valued
goals, or simply cxposure to an un-
pleasant stimulus.

f noise causcs irritation and

frustration, it scems plausible

that ‘prolonged exposure can

cause or aggravate mental ill-
ness. So tar, however, the evidence is
mixed. Industrial surveys show that
cxposure to noise increases self-re-
ported anxiety and emotional stress.
Workers habitually exposed to very
high intensity noisc show increased
incidence of nervous complaints, nau-
sca, headaches, instability, argumen-
tativeness, sexual impotence, mood
changes, .and anxiety. German physi-
cian Gerd Jansen reported that work-
ers in the noisiest parts of a steel fac-
tory had more social conflicts both at
home and in the plant. The results of
this rescarch are difficult to interpret,
however, since the same workers
were often subject to work stresses
other than noise (for instance, diffi-

cult tasks to be don¢ and risks to be

faced), which might'have precipitated
or umtubumd to the symptoms.
Althom,h a numbu of studies of the
impact of community noise on self-re-
ported mental distréss similarly indi-
cate more symptoms among those ex-
posed to nbise, the questions in these
studies were often worded in a way
that secemed to invite people to blame
their aillments on n(f)isc. For instance,
a rescarcher might ask, *‘Does this
traffic noise give you a hcadache?”
When interviewers do not mention
noise as a possible cause of symptoms
{“What causes 'your headaches?” for
example), results are inconsistent.
. A final group.of studies has exam-
ined the possiblc‘fclati‘onship be-

_tween unnmumtyuu)lsc ‘and admis-

sion rates to commumty mental
health centers ncar London’s Heath-
row Airport and Los, Angeles Interna-
tional Airport. Althdugh some of the
studies showed. differences between
mental-hospital admission rates in
quiet neighborhoods and in noisy
ones, the differences were so small
(between .001 percent and .003 per-
cent) as to be trivial. Morcover, critics
of the studies say the quict neighbor-
hoods chosen as dontrols were not
comparable in socmcconomlc status
with the noisy areas. -

A long-range project being conduct-
ed by psychiatrist Alcx Tarnopolsky
and his colleagues iat the Institute of
Psydhlatry in London may help re-
solvE qUestions about the relatlonshlp
of cpmmumty noxsc annoyancc and

»

Both laboratory and naturalistic studies on the ctfccts
of noise lIldl(.dtL that people who have some control
over their acoustic cnvironment arc less affcctcd by
loud noise than are people who cannot control what
they listen to.| This is-of course consistent W1th the
definition of noise as unwanted sound—sound that we
wouldn't listen to if we had the choice. ‘

It appears that residents of a number of large cities
are takmg somg action in an attempt to assett control

tening to the din that usually accompa ies a walk
through a busy city, these people select thcu own mu-
sic and fune out the unwanted “music’}; of the.city.
Some even use carphones to tune out chcr people’s
voices. Not long ago, the New York Timés described a .
€ who wore' their headsets throughout a

"shared restaurant dinner, Most of the nme,‘they didn’t

even look @t each ot communicate ontce.

over their acoustlc environment—witness the beom
in sales and usé of sterco carphonc headsets now being

though: he'wrote/his compamon anote '1and she, hav-"
ing read it, nodded briefly. ~
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psvehiatrice disturbianee. Initial re-
ports suggest that r;cspnndcnts who
express annovance with aireraft noise
are no more likely to have psychiatric
disorders one vear Jater than those
who are not annoved. However, re-
spondents troubled by psychiatric
problems ag the time they are s
veved are mjore likely to report noise
annovanee than are tespondents with-
out psvehiatric pml\lxmx The impli-
cation is that noise docs not increase
the number of psye hldtllL cases but
may aggravate existing psychological
problems, |

All of the StlldlL& discusstd above
involved adults oniy It is possible
that children are more susceptible to
noise-induced psyuhnloglml distress
than are adults. David Krantz, Gary
Evans, Dan Stokols, and I recently
completed a large-seale study of 142
clementary school children living un-
der the air corridor of Los Angeles In-
ternational Airport; Compared with
120 similar children in quict arcas of
Los Angeles, the children near the air-
p,ort did not perform-as well on a diffi-
cult task and were more likely to g.,ivc
up in dnwumgcmmt In the noisy
arca, 53 percent of the children were

~unable to put togeth
saw puzzle within
*allotted to the task,

Cr a nine-piece jig-
the, four minutes

and 31 percent of

the children who failed stopped trying
even before their time was up. In the
quiet arca, only 36, percent failed 'to
finish the puzzle, and all but 7 percent
of those kept doggedlly working at the
task as long as they were allowed to.
Lack of persistence
“learned helplessndss,” essentially a
conviction that thére is nothing one
‘éandy to remedy a situation or solve a
problein. Learned Helplessness some-
times ¥evelops-aftér people have a
traumatid experierjce in which they
cannot control tht environment; a
sense of helplessngss carries over to
other situations and is thought to be
one cause of depression. Our data sug-
gest the possibiligy that youngsters
living near the airport might have
That is purc speculation, though,
without further research.

s characteristic of -

ceent studies both in labo-
ratory and in  community,
settings  have  examined
the cffects of loud noise on
social and antisocial behavior in col*
lege students and other adults. Al-
though firm conclusions are not yet
possible, the rescarch suggcsts,tm{
loud noise can change the way peoplé
normally behave towdrd one another,

¥

i

a map he was studying with evident
puzzlement, and 73 peycent agreed to
atd a rescarcher by grahting an inter-
view. Under noisy conditions, the fig-
urcs went down to 1)1 percent and
62.5 percent, respectively.

William: Sauser, Carios Arauz, and
Randall Chambers fqund a lack of
sympathy for others when they asked
20 un‘durgmduatc sub]c‘ets toworkata

i

‘Assigned a difficult task, children Ilwng
‘under an airport cdrrldor were more likely
~togiveupin dlscpuragement than ,were
.children who ||ved ina qunet area. .

: 1
|

reducing willingness to help, to be
neighborly, and to inhibit aggression.
The rescarchers mentioned at the
beginning of this article—Mathews of
Seattle City Light and Canon of the
University of New Hampshlre—_
found in-a laboratory study that sub-;
jects exposed to loud noise were less ‘
likely to help people pi¢k up books\
and papers that they had gropped than |
were subjects cxposed to moderate |
noise or to none at all. In one part of |
the lawn:mower experiment, the re- ;
searchers’ book- dropping confederate
wore a cast on his arm to sce if it
would make passersby-take pity on'
him when the books slipped from his’
grasp. The cast did just that when the
lawn mower was silent, but not when:
it was running, In the first case 80 per-
cent of people picked up the books. In
the second, the figure was only 15 per-
cent—a further demonstration of the:

power of noise to inhibit Good Sa-

maritan impulses.
" Studying 2,567 pcople in the Neth-,

- erlands, social psychologist Charles

Korte and his collcagues similarly

found that in both citics and towns;

persons in quiet arcas with little traf:
fic and few pedestrians were more
likely to be helpful than were persons

;f—m—ﬁe’rsye,%raffreked—rreﬁ' i ¢ .%'Eieﬁ

»

was quict, 5.5 percent of passersby

hdpcd an apparmtly lost person rcad\

T
i

1 ,
simulated businéss-management task-
cither in quiet surroundmgs or while
hearing a recording ()f typical office
noises: the sound oftyping, ringing
telephones, papers rustling, and peo-:
ple moving around. T e students eval-
uated five simulated rt resumes fromjob
applicants and set starting salaries for
cach. Subjects working where the
noise level reached 70 to 80 decibels
recommended a myean salary of
$8,989..Subjects, in offices registering
only 50 to 57 dec1bels suggested a
mean salary of $9 96@, .almost $1,000
more. (Moral: choose a’quiet spot
when you ask the boss for a raise!)

It is intcresting tq, speculate about
the reasons for decreased helpfulness
in a noisy cnv1ronment Four explana-
tions come to mind; First, it.is prob-
ably natural to cxchh ge a few words
with a person onc is about to help, and
people may have sensed that helping
would be awkward ,1f noise drowned
out their voices. ScCond people may
have found the; nmse so unpleasant
that their first prlomy was to get away
from it. Third, the noise may have put
people.in a bad mgod, whxch inter-
fered with their, motivation to help.

The fourth possxble explanation is a

plex one, based on an effect of loud

orat‘ory research, omw human perfor-
mance. Studies by Brmsh psycholo-

3
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" rather than objective me

veryone wants fiegh
air and clean water,
: but wha wants| sj-

lence? Since noise was refog-

- what is noisy at any time."
The remaining third are ei-
ther not bothered at all or

. 'more than usually bothered.

nized as a problem in Great
Britain in the carly 1960, |it -
has heen treated as a pgltlu-
tant. Noisc-abatempnt
zones, which have been| set
up around many British [fac-
tories, are bmadly modeled
on smokclus zones. But
noise is not like other pgllp-
tants. We can predlct that/a
certain amount ot effluent in

One explanation for this is

types of people: the noise-
sgnsitive and the noise-de-
pendent. "The person who is
sensitive to noise does regard
* itas aform of pollution; most
" noises are too noisy, and the
ideal state is peace and quiet.
* ‘The person who is dependent
on noise finds it reassurmg

our rivers will catise a cerfain R
amourit of envirqnmenta] damage. W¢ can't always do
that with noise. "

“Intense noise is obvios!: harmful In 1700 (it was |
noted that coppersmiths {have their ears so m]urcd by ||

the perpetual din. .
hard of hearing.” Today, lalthough occupational deaf-

ness (sociocusis).is far rater than deafness from aging

(presbycusis), it is still a danger. If airport workers
didn’t wear earmuffs, thdy would be deaf in an hour.
But is everyday noise-r-say, the: noise of road traf-
fic—harmful, or even annoying? A n01se that is in-
tensely annoying to.one ferson may be hardly nonccd
by another. Even quiet squnds can seem noisy to peo-
ple in certain situations| P. G. Wodehousc 's: golfer,
concentrating on a shot, |n txccd "the roar of butter-
flies” in-a nearby field. . 1 | .
Everyday noise is a m ttLr for sﬁbiéctivc jidgment
%:a urement. Defmmg it as a
pollutant-—the wrong s "SL]d in the wrong| placc—
misses the point. Better to stick to the dcﬁmhon pro-
posed by Sir Alan Wilsgn{s committee on nmsc in
1960: ““a sound which is undesired by the rccxplent "
Life in Britain is noisy 4nd getting noisicr, Cars may
be quieter than horse-drawn carriages, but thcre arc
many more of them. The|Noise Advisory Cox ncxl set
up by the Départment of{the Environment cstamatcd
that the noise from road traffic would:double b¢twcen
1970 and 1980. The sound of traffic Jhardly troubled
Londoners in 1948. Nowiit fis at the- top of their list of
annoying noises. The Roya Commlssmn on Eaviron-
mental Pollution predidted in the mld 1970s' that

the number of people exj osed to. "unacccptablc" lev-.

¢ls of noise would have tripled by 1980.

But what level is unacc ‘pFable? The Noise Adv:lsory
Council decided in 1972 tha’t there was no sharp divid-

| ingline between tolerabld a[nd intolerable noiselevels

. that workers of thls class become ||

H

i
i

i
i
)
|

i

{

and motor raccs, people drink in the sound. The idea of
n01se as a drugiis plausible, since noise increases the
-secretion of adreénaline and® temporanly banishes
depression or boredom.

" At pop concerts, air shows, "

" that there are two distinct *

The conflict between the two types of people led to -

‘the ﬁundmg of the Noise Abatement Society, prime

‘mover in Bntamr s first antinoise legisldtion, the Noise -

Abatement ActlTl 1960. In 1959, John Connell, a busi-
nessyn an, compl ined in a letter to a newspaper about
the noise of transistor radios in the open air. He re-

: ceived 4,000 letters agreeing with him and decided to
| setup a society.

But these two [types are the ends of a, :spectrum. Most
of the population are somewhere in, between, where
sensibilities are, more complex. When a hlghway is
built, for example, the people living on either side of it
noqce the increase in noise—~but only for a while.
Wltbln months, |they “absorb” the extra noise. Noise
annoyance, hke grief, has to subside. ;

Itls possible that people rate noise as less 1mportant

 than researchers expect them to. House prices, for cx-

ample, ought ta reflect people’s dislike of noisc. A sur- . .

~vey of housing around Heathrow Airport near London
seems to conflrm this. Yet houses next to busy roads
don‘ t automatlc ally lose value, In Birndingham, thear-
rival of a. hlghWay actually pushed house prices up.

. Noise is oﬁly one factor, and not always an impor-
tant one, affecting the decision to buy a house. If a
house is near silops, schools, and jobs, it may matter
less that the aréﬁ is noisy. As a rule, the less choice a
person has’ about those things {no use of a car, no
choice of schoo}s no alternative employment), the
more location will matter and the less noise will mat-
ter. The well-off, who do have choices, will give noise
a higher priority. High- -priced housmg suffers most
when noise intrudes

People’s scnsitivities vary so much that only two-
thirds of the population aye even near agrccment about

v

There may be more to people’s tolerancc than a sim-
ple. tradmg-off of activities against noise. Noise is-a

llustration by Andrea Baruth

|
|
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sign of life. In Brazil, to say that a town is movime-
tado [bustling} is to praise it. The idea that noisc is bad
and quict is good runs counter to the fecling that activ-
ity {life) is &,ond and inactivity i{death) is bad; i

One sort of nmsc» -bustle—seems to be self-correct-

ing. If you likelwhere you live, it sounds qmctu than it
really is. A study of .1tt1tudcs toward noisc!in Paris
found that if people were h‘lppy with their nug,hbm-
hood, they lopped off five decibels from their estimate
of the noise it made. The noisicr the better; and thc
better, the qujeter.

Noise is often more than a sound It is a slgnal It
provides information that we 'want to hear or don’t
want to hear. [The sound of cash registers may indeed
be music to a shopkeeper’s car: The sound of children
may be irritating—until it stops. In a Dorset village in
the south of England that had become a haven for the
retired, the villagers said that they missed the sound of
children playl;‘}g Perhaps they-also missed the village
as it used to be. -

Wanted sou!nds 51gn1fy wanted activities. The same ,

is true of unwhnted activities. Noise from neighbots is
the most common cause of trouble bctween neigh-
bors. Here, the problem is not how much sound is
transmitted Hut:which sounds. When pecople moved
into Milton Keynes, the most architecturally adven-
turous of Britain’s new, or planned, towns, they com-
plained that they could hear their next- door neighbors
{and be heaxél) making love. A sound meter would
hardly regxster that as annoying, yet, it obviously was,

In one sense, noise leglslatlon acts as a useful form
of social control. If you want to stop somebody from
~ doing somethmg, you complain about the noise

they’re making. The Noise Abatement Bill was almost _

wrecked when it appeared to ban the chimes of ice
cream vans. The Ice Cream Alliance, representing the
traders, arguéd that parents were less worried by the
noise of the chimes than by their children’s demands
" for ice cream. There was also, the danger of the chil-
_dren’s running out mto the road i
! |

' ven well-intentioned ob)ectlons to-noise may
E hide a prejudice. In the mid-1970s, for example,
people began to worry about the damage that

loud pop music could do to the hearing of performers 3
and listeners, particularly in discos. There was some. .

evidence, Roger Daltrey of “The Who'’ admitted he’d

lost the top register of his hearing. A Leeds Polytech-:
nic report suggested that up to a million teenagers had -

suffered somé hearing loss because of loud music. It
was enough to persuade the City Council to:limit 400
places licensed for music to noise levels of 96 deci-
bels. The Noise Advisory Council looked at the evi-
dence and decided that fears of deafness among the
young had been exaggerated, just as the problem of vio-

lence at discos had been. It seems that suspicion of pop .
music and discos—indeed, the whole lifestyle of the -

- young—hadbeenchanneled into concernfor.their ears.

'small overall reduction 'in noise isn’

: | P :

That our perception ;of noise flu(,tuatés with our at-
titude toward whatever is causing it may explain why
we can tolerate some noises but not others. Expéri- -
menters at the Institute of Sound and Vibration ‘at
Souﬂhflmpton Umvcmty subjected pcople to cqual
amounts of noise from road and rail traffic and found
that railway noise womcd people far less than road
noisce. They suggcstcd{ that that.may have been be-
cause people’s attitude|toward trains is mare favorable.

Heavy trucks are nojsier than motorcycles. Yet we
think it's the other w{'\y round. Trucks account for’,

‘only 5 percent of road traffic. Yét there is faf more pub .

lic pressurd for qmeter\ trucks than there is/for quieter
cars, The moto‘tcycle nd the truck have all sorts of
undesuablc associations; one is “dange ous,” the oth-
er “destructive.” So tﬁxey re singled out as. noisy.
Sﬁch discrimination may extend to {he purpose of
dlfferent forms of tr insportation. Who complains-

about the noise of a bus that has just artived at-its bus; .-

stop? But we will comblam about the np1se of aircraft

carrymg people other| than ourselves. ] | “Jet, set”’ and
“jetting around,” the travehng styles Oﬁ other people
arg almost pejoratives,

Our attitude' to n01§e is so fickle that the case for“‘.
reducing it 1nd1scr1m1nately looks shaky Should we
reduce all noise by a lltfle or some nojse by a lot? A .

qr noticeable to
most people. Indeed, 1f noise is halved, we won't recog-
nize the change. N01se has to be reduced by 90 percent
to give us the 1mpressmn that it has been halved.

Yet the cost of reducmg noise level$ is naticeable.
To cut a noise in half 1 means reducing it by three deci-
bels. And a reduction of one decibel adds 1 percent to
the cost of machinery. The Trades Union Congress ar-
gues in a recent report} Noise at Work, {chat itis better
to prevent noise than to ‘cure it: noise should be tack-
led at the source. But p‘revenuon is far more expensive
than cure. The Dutche estxmate that it costs 10 times as
much to quiet fa\ctoryl machmery as to protect people
living next door. S -

Noise has been tackled at the source/when there is a:
consensus that it is unacceptable. Quikter aircraft are
being built, though they will make upl only half of all
aircraft flymg by the mid-1980s becauée of thek20 -year.
life span of aircraft. Meanwhile, air traffic is growing.
A prototype of a quiet truck has been built, yet the De- -
partment of Transport has delayed legi slation:for;qui‘- ’
eter trucks until 1990.

We know how to make life quieter. Why don’t we do
it? The answer seems to be that after the recogmtxon of

anoise problem in the 1960s, we haveicome ta realize - -

that there is less a noise problem than a people prob-
lem. Noise is part of ¢ a package of probﬁems, including
unemployment, poor housing, and- fracxal confhct
solving the noise problem won't solve the others.’

David White is a journahst specializing in behav:or He is.a for-,

mer staff member of New Society. the Brmsh weekly rewew ef‘
the social sciences in Wthh this artucle ilrst[ appeared

46 rsvcHOLOGY TODAY PCTOBER 1981 : -




IS

gist Robert Hockey and others have
demonstrated tlmt when people are
performing a mn;ph\ task in a noisy
cuvironment, they focus fheir atten-
tion on the most important aspects of
the task, ignoring evervthing that is
going on around! them unless it can
help them get the job done. [ helieve
that this ;1ttcnt§.imml focusing'is a
cstrategy to cut dnjwn on the amount of
information they, have to process in a
noisy situation. In other words, when
too much is going on at oncee, people
can’t pay attention to everytling.

Loud noise may; be “too much,” so:

people’s brains simply may not pro-
cess—or even perceive—subtle social
cucs that might ‘otherwise influenee
their behavior, The arm cast in the
Mathews-Canon. study was probably
such a cue. Under ordinary . circum-
stances, most passersby might have
parecived it as a subtle expression of
need and come to the rescue. The
lawn-mower noise may have made or-
dinarily helpful people insensitive.
Like planned éxperiments, surveys
of naturally noisy neighborhoods sug-

gest that noise interferes with inter-

personal behavior. Donald Appleyard,
an urban pldnncl7 and Mark Lintell, an
architect, investigated the cffects of
traffic noisc on t’hc residents of three
strects in a midgle-income San Fran-
cisco neighborhood. The streets dif-
fered in the amount of traffic—light,

+ moderate, or heavy—and, consequent-

ly, in noise levels. Residents of the
lightly trafficked street were found to
have three times as many friends and
. twice as many acquaintances as resi-
dents of the heayily trafficked strects.
There was subsantially more casual
social interaction on the lightly traf-
ficked street than on the other two; on
the street with heavy traffic, tl‘uc was
virtually no activity at all. People on
the Hoisicst stregt reported that it was
a rather lonely rplace to live, whilc
those on the quictest one perecived it
as a friendly and sociable arca.
Lack of community as well as an
unwillingness to usc outdoor facili-
tics shows up inother surveys of noisy

‘ nmghborhoods ‘People living near a

busy airport qomplam thwt their
!

fricnds and relatives refuse to visit
them hecause of the noise. Suburban-
ites exposed to heavy tratfic noise do
not make use of decks, patios, outdoor
grills, or picnic tables; urban apart-
ment dwellers living adjacent to busy
streets are less likely to keep their
cntryways looking attractive than are
their counterparts in quict neighbor-
hoods. Decreased neighborliness in
the midst of noise probably occurs for
the same reason decrcased hglping
does: communication difficultics
caused by noise, desire to get away
fromg the noise quickly, a bad mood,

1

not atfect the intensity of the shocks |
uvm by the unprovoked g,r({)up

In real life, noise sometimgs appears
to'lead to extreme violence. A middle-
aged mother recently strangled her
ncighbor’s four-year-old daughter and
Iatu told the policc that she had done
it. because the girl made too. much
noisc and disturbed her two tecnage
sdns, who were studying for school ex-
aﬁnnatlons The child’s murder oc-

’ currui only one month aftera47-ycar-

ld worker was convicted of stabbing
his neighbor’s wife and her two daugh:

ters to death because “they pldy(,d thL
i

1 !

Noise inhibits the Good Samarltan lmpulse

in one study, more passersby helped an “injured"
person pick up dropped books on a qulet

street than on a noisy one. f :

and a tendency to concentrate on
onc’s own problems.

Evidence on the re atlonshlp bc- :
tween noise and aggression is sparsc

but consistent. Laboratory studics

clearly indicate that while loud noisc -

itself is not sufficient to causc aggres-
sion, noisc intensifics a predisposition
to behave aggressively. In a study by
psychologists Edward Donnerstein
and David Wilson, an experimental
confederate intentionally angered half
of the subjects by telling them they
had done poorly on a laboratory task
and by giving them a number of pain-
ful shocks. The confederate gave the
remaining subjccts a positive cvalua-
tion and only onc shock. Subject and
confederate then switched roles; with
the subject now in the role of shock-
giver:»As we would expect from our
knowledge of conditions that lcad
people to act aggressively, angry sub-
jects administered more intense
shocks to the confederate than did
subjects who were not angry. More-

over, when a recording of loud noise |

was played during the shock session,
angered subjects administered even
more severe shocks. But the noise did

i
il

piano too loudly. 2 Scveral months
ago, my homctowq newspaper report-
ed the story of a man who was appar-
cntly angered by ajgas company crew
using a jackhammier in the street in
front of his house. The man ap-

proached the workers, asked them to -

be quiet, and then went home. The
workers told police-that they had be-
gun to work again when they heard a
shotgun blast and saw the man stand-
ing on his porch with a gun aimed at
them. Of course, t:hcsc are not every: .
day occurrences; thcy exemplify  ex-
treme reactions to noise by people
who must have serious psychological
problems to bcgm! with.

he rcscarcjh up to new is far

from corpplctc concerning

the effects of noise on hu-
: man bunks There are data
linking noise exposure to heart dis-

.casc but the ev1dence is not conclu-

sive. Some studies suggest that noise
tan impair the ablllty to. do certain
tasks well, but thé findings are incon-
sistent and open to different interpre-
tations; as yet, we do not know
how a spcmflc nmse will affect per-
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Despite the gaps in oug l\xTuwlcdgc
we do have cnouglt information to for-
mulate CONMLNTEY Dise poligics \,)n
the one hand, mdividual attitgdes to-
ward a notse and its source g‘L prob-
ably as important as noise mi ity in
determining response to soutds. Thus
1t ts reasonable to expect large lndwxd«
ual ditferences tn reaction to iy noisce

“source. Does that make Taws hmmng
the intensity of naise bek },‘dc the
point? Not at all. We know thag inten-
sity remains an impogtant fadtor, with
increases in loudness almos twalw.wa
resulting in increases in the) percent-
age of affected residents. Nojse-clicit-
od annoyance and dmuptm mnter-
personal activitics can | crious
threat to the quality of life; nuu]scs
in intensity result in increasd risk of
psychological harm, .

The role of noise rescarch fnsetting
public policy is only !ast begh '
be established. T]‘L act that loud
noise can damage hearing is witlely ac-
cepted, but until recently, few if any
public officials accepted as| fact the
idea that noise can do psye u{)louul
harm. In a recent landmark cdurt case;
however, several residents o thL arca
sunoundmg Los Angdas Intbynation-
al Airport sued for compensation from
the city of Los Angeles for los >Lt prop-
erty value and for mental gnd emo-
tional distress caused by aifport din.
Not only were they granted{compen-
sation for loss of property value, but
the California Supreme Couy lalso af-
firmed their contention thdt[lu noise.
interferes with daily life and | duses “a
sense or feeling of annoyan | strain,
worry, anger, frustration, hervous-
ness, fear, and irritability.” Morcover,
the court didn’t even demand medical

proof that the residents had suffered -

. . . N { e .
impaired hearing or other physical in-
. Ny fea
jury. Thus, the court made it bfficial:
in the eyes of the law, as wcli as in the

i
minds of psychologists, n‘n}sc is a’

nuisance. a2 |
PR : . . ‘
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