In many modern, well-designed apartments—particularly those marketed as “nice” or premium—occupant
satisfaction noise remains a persistent concern. It might seem paradoxical that a residence boasting high-quality
finishes, excellent natural light, and energy-efficient technology still struggles with complaints about sleep
disruption noise and intrusive sound. Yet, anyone involved in retrofit or new-build apartment projects will tell you:

noise issues often top the list of resident grievances, sometimes even edging out visible defects or amenity gaps.

Understanding why this happens requires a holistic look at the intersection between acoustics, ventilation, and
indoor environmental quality. It also means grappling with the nuances of building regulations like Approved

Document F (gov.uk - Approved Document F) and Scottish Building Standards.

The Big Three: Ventilation, Moisture, and Noise

Good ventilation is arguably the most regulated health and comfort factor in buildings today. Less understood,

however, is how ventilation, moisture control, and noise intertwine in apartment environments.

Ventilation and Indoor Air Quality: The Foundation of Health

Approved Document F (England and Wales) and the Scottish Building Standards both mandate minimum
ventilation provisions designed to safeguard indoor air quality (IAQ) by managing moisture, pollutants, and

odours. Although differing slightly in numerical values and approaches, the principles broadly align:

* Provide sufficient fresh air to occupants
® Control moisture to prevent condensation and mould growth

® Limit indoor pollutant build-up

This is often measured and monitored using carbon dioxide (CO2) concentration as a proxy for ventilation
adequacy. Cheap indoor air monitors that detect CO2 levels are becoming ubiquitous on retrofit sites and in
tenant feedback loops. These handheld monitors provide immediate insight into ventilation gaps often overlooked

during design or value-engineered out of the scheme.

Airtightness and Accidental Ventilation: The Retrofit Paradox

In retrofit projects targeting energy efficiency improvements—particularly in pre-war tenements and solid walled
apartments common in Edinburgh—airtightness upgrades are typical. These reduce uncontrolled air leakage but
can inadvertently eliminate what little accidental ventilation once helped mitigate indoor pollution and moisture

issues.

The result is a delicate balance: too airtight without adequately engineered ventilation leads to stale air, elevated
indoor humidity, condensation, and eventually mould—a familiar sequence that exacerbates occupant discomfort
and health risks. Retrofit projects often unintentionally worsen noise problems by “trapping” sound within overly

sealed enclosures or forcing reliance on mechanical ventilation without acoustic consideration.

Noise as a Top Complaint: Why?

So why does noise dominate the complaints in otherwise well-appointed apartments? The answer has multiple

facets:

1. Acoustics Value Engineered Away:



Value engineering (VE) tends to prioritise visible or marketable features—flooring, kitchens, glazing—while the
‘boring-but-important bits," like acoustic insulation in walls and party floors, get slimmed down or removed

altogether. This compromises sound separation, encouraging noise transmission between adjacent dwellings.
2. Ventilation vs Noise: The Compromise:

Ventilation openings—windows, trickle vents, extract fans—can be conduits for noise when poorly detailed or
placed. Whilst occupants need fresh air to maintain healthy environments, they often experience noise ingress

from busy streets, neighbours, or communal spaces, particularly at night.
3. Sleep Disruption from Noise:

Recent discussions and post-occupancy evaluations highlight that night-time or early morning noise—whether
from external sources or building services—causes significant sleep disruption, negatively impacting wellbeing and
satisfaction. Unfortunately, acoustic performance is still insufficiently embedded in the regulatory framework

compared to ventilation.

Balancing Acoustics and Ventilation: The Missing Link

A common dialogue | initiate in project meetings is: “Which way do the main rooms face?” This seemingly
mundane question underpins much of how noise and ventilation challenges are addressed. South or west-facing
living rooms with large glazed areas may flood with daylight but face road noise. Bedrooms at the rear might be

quieter but lack cross-ventilation unless designed carefully.

The trick is to integrate acoustics and ventilation strategies rather than treat them as separate silos. Mechanical
ventilation systems with sound attenuators, acoustically designed trickle vents, and high-performance glazing can
reduce noise ingress while delivering fresh air.

Moisture, Condensation, and Mould: Symptoms of Ventilation Gaps

Noise complaints don't exist in isolation—they often cohabit with reports of condensation and mould growth.

These issues are all interconnected by the adequacy of ventilation and airtightness management:
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® Condensation arises when moist indoor air contacts cold, poorly insulated surfaces—a common problem in

tenements with single-glazed windows and solid walls.
* Mould grows where condensation is frequent, affecting health and wellbeing.

* Ventilation gaps, whether because of poorly designed systems or airtightness upgrades without

compensatory fresh air supply, lead to these problems.

To mitigate this, retrofit coordinators increasingly rely on combined strategies: improved insulation, mechanical

ventilation with heat recovery (MVHR), and occupant education about moisture-generating activities.

On the educational front, companies like Releaf provide excellent resources highlighting how indoor environmental
quality—including ventilation and air purity—is essential for health, breaking hype-driven claims that buildings

“treat” illness.

Tools of the Trade: Monitoring for Success

An increasingly valuable aid in diagnosing and addressing complaints is affordable indoor air monitoring. Carbon

dioxide monitors, often tucked into site managers’ toolkits or borrowed by residents, make ventilation visible.

Likewise, noise monitoring technology can provide objective data on sound levels and frequencies affecting
occupant peace. Combining these monitoring approaches informs better retrofit design choices and fine-tuning of

building services.

For example, Magnific offers excellent imagery and case studies showcasing retrofits where multiple environmental

factors were balanced analytically, yielding demonstrably better living environments.

Conclusion: Toward Holistic Retrofit and Design

Noise remains the top complaint in many fine apartments not because of a lack of effort or goodwill but due to
the complex interplay of ventilation requirements, airtightness upgrades, and acoustic compromises. To improve

occupant satisfaction noise outcomes and sleep quality, project teams and regulators must:
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® Recognise ventilation as a regulated and crucial health factor with defined metrics (CO2 levels, minimum

airflow).

® Understand the subtle differences between English & Welsh and Scottish ventilation standards, while focusing

on shared principles rather than numbers alone.
® Prioritise proper acoustic design and resist value engineering that undermines soundproofing basics.
® Use affordable monitoring tools on-site and post-occupancy to gather actionable data on IAQ and noise.
* Promote occupant education that separates evidence-based indoor environment health from marketing hype.

I'll be honest with you: the result: homes that truly deliver on their promise of comfort, health, and wellbeing—

without noise, condensation, or stale air lurking beneath the surface.



