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Top line: Speed reduction is primarily employed to improve road safety, which is why there are few studies 

on the impact of speed reduction on road noise within the transport system. However, reducing speed 

limits to improve harm from noise is supported by scientific research. 

Noise is often called the Cinderella of environmental health harms. Where other harms like air pollution, 

soil contamination and climate change get a lot of public and/or political attention, noise is often 

overlooked. Many politicians and policy makers are not aware of the extent to which noise damages health. 

It is often believed that noise only causes annoyance that ends when it stops. However, the harms of noise 

go far beyond annoyance and includes that it is a barrier to sleep. Adequate, restful sleep (about 7–9 hours 

for adults) and mental well-being are as essential to good health as adequate nutrition and physical activity. 

Research evidence suggests that the health effects of noise are second only to those of air pollution.1 

Long lasting noise leads to stress and anxiety (significant health problems in themselves), but also 

contribute to physical effects including high blood pressure which can lead to cardiovascular problems such 

as heart attacks and strokes that can cause death and disability.2 3 This is, in part, due to the fact that older 

adults, along with young people, are more vulnerable to the health effects of noise. The principal source of 

noise in urban areas is road traffic noise. Research has indicated that long term exposure to road traffic 

noise may be negatively associated with executive function (the mental processes and skills used to 

perform tasks, concentrate on new information and negotiate decisions) among older adults i.e. over 50.4  

Even at moderate levels of road noise exposure, elderly adults i.e. aged 75 plus are at increased risks of 

death from all causes and cardiovascular illness and death, particularly of stroke.  There is also evidence of 

the impact of noise on the health of youths. More noise annoyance was associated with less social 

cohesion, and in turn with worse mental health; noise annoyance was also associated with lower 

neighbourhood restorative quality, which links to social cohesion and physical activity, again leading to 

poorer mental health for young people. 

The World Health Organization published updated Environmental Noise Guidelines in 2018.5 Included are 

recommended limit values for environmental noise exposure based on systematic reviews for a range of 

health outcomes, including cognitive impairment. However, these are very broad and can’t account for 

individual sensitivities or changes that come with age. Some people are likely to still experience health 

effects of noise well below these values. More important than recommended limits is, arguably, to reduce 

noise levels as much as possible. 
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