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An important aspect of building 
acoustics is achieving appropriate 
acoustics separation between adjacent 
spaces. 

Acoustic separation is important 
for protecting speech privacy 
and for controlling noise ingress. 
The appropriate level of acoustic 
separation is therefore based on:

•  the requirement for speech privacy 
and confidentiality, 

•  the tolerance for noise ingress, and

•  the level of noise in adjacent spaces. 

 
 

This is important in a wide range 
of buildings, from residential and 
commercial developments to high-end 
acoustic spaces such as recording 
studios.

Although acoustic separation is 
important in achieving good amenity 
and functionality of a development, it 
is often a compromise between the 
desirable level of isolation or privacy 
and the cost of construction.

This paper provides an analysis 
of the cost of achieving different 
levels of acoustic separation across 
plasterboard and glazed partitions. 
A clearer understanding of the cost 
inhibitors will aid in designing and 
building better functional spaces. 

A cost analysis of providing
acoustically rated partitions
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The rates used in compiling partition cost data for this 
paper are applicable to commercial fit out projects 
in Adelaide having average site conditions and 
average specification. Cost data is current as at Third 
Quarter 2012 and includes for both subcontractor and 
head contractor overhead and profit, subcontractor 
preliminaries but excludes head contractor preliminaries 
and are GST exclusive.

The percentage variance of  cost relative to each 
acoustic rating is demonstrated in this paper. 

It is important to partner with a cost services provider 
who can supply you and your client with advice 
in relation to the cost impacts for project specific 
requirements such as restricted construction programs 
necessitating excessive out of hours works; productivity 
restrictions; site access restrictions; working height 
allowances and the like.  Suitably qualified acoustic and 
cost consultants will form an important part of your team 
and ensure best value solutions are delvered.

Ensure your supplier has an extensive cost data 
base from around Australia reflecting a variety of 
procurement models and across varying commercial 
sectors including residential, commercial and high-
rise, education, research, retail, health, offices, 
laboratory, defence, data centres, culture, sports and 
entertainment.

Acoustic separation is achieved through the separating 
building elements and the manner in which they are 
installed. The main elements are partitions, glazing, doors 
and flanking paths including the ceiling material, ceiling 
cavity, joins etc.

The acoustic sound transfer rating of an element is typically 
described with an RW rating. The RW is the Weighted Sound 
Reduction Index, which is a laboratory measured value 
of the acoustic separation provided by a single building 
element (such as a partition). The higher the RW the better 
the noise isolation provided by a building element. 

The Association of Australian Acoustical Consultants 
(AAAC) has developed guidelines for acoustics in 
different spaces. Based on their guidelines, the subjective 
performance of partition RW ratings is provided in Table 1. 
For RW 35 to RW 55, the subjective performance is based on 
an average source in an adjacent room.

The subjective performance only holds if flanking paths are 
appropriately addressed (this is generally covered by the 
ceiling and above ceiling details).

Note that subjectively:

•  A 2 – 3 dB difference is just perceptible

•  A 5 dB difference is noticeable

•  A 10 dB difference is doubling of sound (if 10 dB higher) 
or halving of sound (if 10 dB lower).

On this basis, an RW 50 partition will subjectively perform 
around twice as well as an RW 40 partition.

Costings and levels

Costing and acoustics Levels of acoustic separation
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Subjective acoustic performance 
of different Rw ratings

Rw Subjective acoustic performance
35 Poor
40 Average
45 Good
50 Very good
55 Excellent
60 Good isolation for loud interaction
65 Very good isolation for music noise or loud interaction
70 Excellent isolation for music noise or loud interaction

Table 1
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The elements of a plasterboard partition construction that 
can affect the acoustic rating are: 

• type, thickness and number of layers of plasterboard

• cavity insulation

• stud type and configuration

• ceiling and above ceiling details 

The same acoustic rating may be achieved by various 
partition constructions, using different combinations of the 
separate elements.

Figure 1 shows the percentage increase in cost of RW 40 
to RW 70 partitions, using the cost of an RW 40 partition as 
a comparative base. There are two costs for each partition 
rating demonstrating the variability in cost based on 
different constructions. For example, an RW 45 partition may 
be achieved using different types of plasterboard lining and 
different above ceiling treatments to control flanking through 
the ceiling path. 

Figure 1 demonstrates how the cost increases with 
increasing acoustic performance. It also shows, for the 
same acoustic rating, how different constructions can 
dramatically affect the cost of the partition. 

Plasterboard partitions

Figure 1 Percentage increase of cost for different Rw partition ratings compared with an Rw 40 partition
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Figure 2 Percentage increase in cost compared to the percentage increase in subjective acoustic performance 
(using an RW 40 partition as a base)

Figure 2 replicates Figure 1, but demonstrates the percentage 
increase in subjective acoustic performance (using RW 40 as a 
base) rather than the RW rating of the partition. 

Figure 2 shows that there is approximately a doubling of cost 
to achieve twice as good acoustic performance. However, the 
increase in construction cost over this point is not significant 
compared to the subjective acoustic benefit.
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The components of a plasterboard partition and the 
percentage of the overall cost for each component is 
shown in Figure 3 (based on the cost and construction of 
an RW 48 partition). 

The cost of paint is the same for each partition type, the 
trims are based on a percentage of the overall wall cost 
and the ceiling treatment is typically based on the cost 
of the partition construction below the ceiling line.  For 
example, a higher rated partition requires more extensive 
above ceiling acoustic treatment.

The main elements affecting the cost and performance of 
a partition are the plasterboard linings, the stud type and 
configuration, and insulation. 

Influencing factors

Figure 3 Components of partition and an example of the percentage of overall cost for each component 
(based on an RW 48 wall)
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Plasterboard
The types of plasterboard lining considered include 
standard, sound rated and fire rated plasterboard. Figure 4 
shows the typical percentage increase in cost for different 
types of plasterboard using the cost of 13 mm standard 
plasterboard as a comparative base on the left hand axis. 
It also shows the RW rating of a partition with one layer 
of plasterboard lining on both sides of 64 mm studs with 
insulation in the partition cavity on the right hand axis. 

The highest cost plasterboard is the 16 mm fire rated 
plasterboard, which is approximately 15 per cent higher 
than the cost of 13 mm standard plasterboard. This 
demonstrates that the number of layers of plasterboard 

will have a greater impact on the cost than the type of 
plasterboard. As such a most cost effective, acoustic 
partition may be achieved by using less layers of sound or 
fire rated plasterboard which both have a higher acoustic 
rating than standard plasterboard. 

The figure also shows that for a single skin partition, the 
type of plasterboard used can affect the RW rating of the 
partition by up to 5 dB. The performance of 13 mm sound 
rated plasterboard and 16 mm fire rated plasterboard is 
similar; however, sound rated plasterboard is the most 
cost effective material to achieve a higher acoustic rating. 

Figure 4 Percentage increase of cost for different types of plasterboard compared to the acoustic rating of a partition 



Studs
Figure 5 shows the percentage increase in cost for 
different stud types and configurations using the cost of 
single 64 mm stud as a base on the left hand axis. It also 
shows the RW rating of a partition with one layer of 13 mm 
standard plasterboard lining on both sides of the studs 
with insulation in the partition cavity on the right hand axis.

The type of studs and configuration has a high impact on 
the cost of the partition. The cost of a double 150 mm stud 
is around 460 % higher than a single 64 mm stud. This 
is considerably higher than the cost of other double stud 
or staggered stud constructions. However, the increase 
in the RW rating between the different types of double or 
staggered studs is only in the order of 3 dB. 

The figure shows that the provision of vibration isolation to 
a partition lining (via the use of resilient mounts, staggered 
or double studs) markedly improves the RW rating of a 
partition. 

Figure 5 Percentage increase of cost for different stud types and configurations compared to the acoustic rating of a partition



Insulation
Figure 6 shows the percentage increase in cost for 
different insulation types using the cost of R1.8 fibreglass 
insulation as a base on the left hand axis. It also shows 
the RW rating of a partition with one layer of 13 mm 
standard plasterboard lining on both sides of 64 mm studs 
with insulation in the partition cavity on the right hand axis.

The type of insulation within the partition cavity does 
not significantly affect the acoustic rating of a partition. 
However, no insulation in the partition cavity significantly 
degrades the performance by 5 dB (from RW 40 to RW 35). 

As a minimum, all partitions should include insulation 
within the cavity to ensure the best performance from the 
wall construction. 

Figure 6 Percentage increase of cost for different insulation types compared to the acoustic rating of a partition



Figure 7 replicates Figure 1, but also includes the 
percentage increase for glazed partitions. 

For glazed partitions, it is more difficult to achieve a high 
level of acoustic separation than it is for a solid partition. 
This is reflected in Figure 7, which shows that the cost of 
a glazed partition is significantly higher than for a solid 
partition for the same acoustic rating.

The high cost of glazed partitions typically results in an 
acceptance of a lower level of acoustic separation for 
the benefit of aesthetics and the visual link provided by a 
glazed partition.

Figure 7 Percentage increase of cost for different insulation types compared to the acoustic rating of a partition

Glazed partitions



Cost and acoustics also have to be weighed up with other 
design and construction factors. These include structural 
and minimum weight requirements, maximising floor area, 
fire requirements and the like. 

For example, where the total floor area is important, it is 
often desirable to minimise the partition footprint whilst still 
maintaining the required acoustic separation. In this case 
the potential for on-sale profits can outweigh the initial 
higher cost of construction. 

While many factors come into play when specifying 
partitions, a good understanding of the major cost 
contributors and methods for more cost effectively 
achieving acoustic separation is beneficial in advising and 
helping our clients. With this knowledge, a building with a 
good internal amenity can be achieved at a cost effective 
rate.

Other factors

Summary

Key points
There are a few key findings that can be used to ensure a cost effective solution when designing acoustically rated 
walls. 

A summary of these findings is outlined below:

Use insulation in the partition 
cavity

Standard acoustic 
separation

Good acoustic 
separation

Very good + acoustic 
separation

Use less layers of sound rated 
plasterboard rather than more 
layers of standard plasterboard

Penetrate the ceiling with the 
partition rather than treating the 
ceiling join and ceiling void

Use staggered studs, isolated 
mounts or 92 mm double studs

64 mm and 150 mm double 
studs are more costly than 92 
mm double studs and the same 
or better performance can be 
achieved using 92 mm studs.
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If the cost:benefit data around your 
available options is inaccurate, so 
too will your information, insights 

and decisions be. A clear, data-
based understanding of all these 

options is central to the successful 
delivery of your business goals.

How are you positioned to 
acheive your objectives?

ABOUT Resonate Acoustics
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