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Soundproofing has become an increasingly important consideration in modern construction and 
renovation projects. Whether you are dealing with noisy neighbors, a bustling household, or simply wish 
to create a more tranquil living environment, effective soundproofing techniques can significantly 
enhance your quality of life. One of the most effective solutions for reducing noise transmission in floors 
is the use of underlayment. This article delves deeply into what underlayment is, how it functions as a 
soundproofing solution, the different types available, and practical steps to properly install underlayment 
for maximum effectiveness.

What is Underlayment?
Underlayment is a layer of material installed beneath flooring materials like hardwood, laminate, or tile. It 
serves multiple purposes, including providing cushioning, thermal insulation, moisture protection, and, 
importantly, soundproofing. The thickness, density, and composition of underlayment materials play 
critical roles in their effectiveness at reducing sound transmission.

Why Soundproof Your Floors?

Several reasons may prompt homeowners to consider soundproofing their floors:

1. Noise Reduction: Reducing airborne noise (such as conversations, music, and television sounds) 
and impact noise (such as footsteps) can greatly improve comfort in multi-story residences. 

2. Enhanced Privacy: Soundproofing creates a more private living space, shielding personal 
activities from the ears of family members or neighbors. 

3. Improved Acoustics: In spaces such as home theaters or recording studios, soundproofing 
enhances the acoustics for a better auditory experience. 

4. Increased Property Value: Homes with better sound insulation often attract higher bids and are 
more appealing to potential buyers. 

Types of Noise
Before diving into how underlayment aids in soundproofing, it’s essential to understand the types of noise 
that may be encountered within a building:

1. Airborne Noise: This type of noise travels through the air and includes sounds like voices, music, 
or traffic. Airborne noise is particularly problematic in settings with common walls or ceilings. 

2. Impact Noise: This noise results from physical impacts on surfaces, such as footsteps on a floor, 
furniture being moved, or objects dropping. Impact noise typically causes vibrations that travel 
through the structure of a building. 

Understanding these two categories of noise will help pinpoint the specific soundproofing needs of a 
given space.
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How Underlayment Works for Soundproofing
Underlayment helps reduce both airborne and impact noise in several ways:

1. Sound Absorption: A thicker, denser underlayment can absorb sounds before they travel through 
the floor structure. This is particularly helpful for airborne noise. 

2. Vibration Damping: Underlayment materials designed to dampen vibrations can significantly 
reduce the transmission of impact noise, making footsteps quieter and minimizing disturbances. 

3. Decoupling: Certain underlayment systems create a separation between the flooring and the 
subfloor, which disrupts the path of sound waves. This decoupling effect is essential for 
preventing sound transfer. 

Types of Underlayment for Soundproofing
Various types of underlayment materials are available, each with unique qualities suited for different 
soundproofing needs:

1. Foam Underlayment

Foam underlayment is lightweight and easy to install. Composed of polyethylene or polyurethane, it 
provides decent sound absorption capabilities but is mainly effective for reducing impact noise. It’s 
commonly used beneath laminate and engineered wood flooring.

• Pros:

• Affordable 
• Easy to cut and install 
• Provides some thermal insulation 

• Cons:

• Limited soundproofing compared to other options 
• May compress over time, reducing effectiveness 

2. Cork Underlayment

Cork is a natural, sustainable material known for its excellent sound-dampening properties. It effectively 
absorbs both airborne and impact noise, making it a popular choice for residential and commercial 
applications.

• Pros:

• Eco-friendly 
• Excellent sound absorption 
• Resistant to mold and mildew 

• Cons:

• More expensive than foam options 
• Can be subject to damage from water if not properly sealed 

3. Rubber Underlayment

Rubber underlayment offers superior soundproofing capabilities, especially for impact noise. Its dense 
structure helps dampen vibrations and reduce noise transmission between floors.

• Pros:

• Highly effective for impact noise 



• Durable and long-lasting 
• Resistant to moisture 

• Cons:

• More expensive than other options 
• Heavier and more challenging to handle during installation 

4. Mass Loaded Vinyl (MLV)

Mass loaded vinyl is a heavy, flexible material that acts as a sound barrier. It is particularly effective for 
blocking airborne noise and is often used in conjunction with other underlayment materials.

• Pros:

• Highly effective at blocking sound 
• Versatile and can be used in various applications 
• Thin profile allows for installation without raising floor height excessively 

• Cons:

• More costly than traditional underlayment 
• Requires careful handling during installation to avoid tearing 

5. Combination Underlayment Systems

Some products combine multiple materials to enhance soundproofing capabilities. For example, a rubber-
cork composite underlayment can provide the benefits of both materials.

• Pros:

• Tailored solutions for specific soundproofing needs 
• Often offer a balance of durability, sound absorption, and thermal insulation 

• Cons:

• Can be complex to install 
• Higher price range depending on materials used 

Choosing the Right Underlayment
Choosing the appropriate underlayment depends on various factors, including:

1. Type of Flooring: Consider what flooring material you’ll be installing over the underlayment. 
Some underlayments are specifically designed for certain flooring types. 

2. Noise Type: Assess whether you need greater emphasis on reducing airborne or impact noise. 
Different materials perform better in each category. 

3. Budget: While investing in quality underlayment may save money in the long run due to 
decreased noise complaints, it’s essential to choose an option within your budget. 

4. Moisture Conditions: If you’re dealing with moisture-prone areas (like basements), select a 
moisture-resistant underlayment to prevent issues down the line. 

5. Installation Requirements: Some underlayments require more preparation and expertise to 
install than others. Choose one that matches your skill level or hire a professional where 
necessary. 

Preparing for Installation
Before installing underlayment for soundproofing, take the following steps to ensure a successful 
application:



1. Evaluate the Subfloor

Inspect the existing subfloor for any damages, irregularities, or moisture issues. Address any problems—
such as repairing cracks or replacing damaged boards—before proceeding with installation.

2. Clean the Area

Thoroughly clean the subfloor to remove dust, debris, or old adhesive residues. A clean surface ensures 
proper adhesion and prevents future issues.

3. Measure and Cut

Measure the square footage of the room to calculate the amount of underlayment needed. Cut the 
underlayment to size using a utility knife or appropriate cutting tool, ensuring a snug fit around corners 
and edges.

4. Acclimate Materials

If required by the manufacturer, allow the underlayment to acclimate to the room’s temperature and 
humidity levels. This is particularly important for materials like cork, which may expand or contract 
based on environmental conditions.

Installing Underlayment for Soundproofing
Follow these steps to correctly install underlayment for optimal soundproofing:

Step 1: Lay Out the Underlayment

Start by laying out the strips of underlayment across the entire area of the subfloor. Ensure that the pieces 
are placed side by side without overlapping. Leave a small gap (typically around 1/8 inch) along the 
edges to allow for expansion.

Step 2: Secure the Edges

Depending on the type of underlayment, you may need to secure the edges together using tape or 
adhesive recommended by the manufacturer. For MLV, seam tape may be necessary to seal the joints 
effectively.

Step 3: Install Overlapping Layers (if Necessary)

If you’re using multiple layers of underlayment for enhanced soundproofing, stagger the seams. This 
means that if one strip ends at a certain point, the next should start further down, creating a more 
continuous barrier against sound waves.

Step 4: Trim Excess Material

Once all pieces are laid out, trim any excess underlayment that extends beyond the walls or adjacent 
flooring. Use a straight edge to ensure accurate cuts.

Step 5: Test for Stability

Walk across the newly installed underlayment to check for stability and ensure there are no loose areas. 
Any bumps or gaps could compromise the overall effectiveness of the soundproofing.

Step 6: Install the Flooring

After confirming that the underlayment is securely in place, proceed with the installation of your chosen 



flooring material according to the manufacturer’s instructions. Take care to maintain the gap along the 
edges unless otherwise specified.

Maintenance and Care
Proper maintenance ensures that your underlayment continues to function effectively over time. Here are 
some tips to keep in mind:

1. Regular Inspections: Periodically check the underlayment and flooring for signs of wear, 
moisture, or damage. Early detection can prevent more significant issues later. 

2. Clean Gently: Use a vacuum or soft broom to clean the surface. Avoid harsh chemicals that can 
damage the underlayment material. 

3. Address Moisture Issues Promptly: If you notice any signs of moisture, such as mold or 
warping in the flooring, address the source immediately. Maintaining a dry environment is key to 
prolonging the life of your underlayment. 

4. Keep Furniture Movement Minimal: When moving furniture across the floor, lift rather than 
drag to avoid damaging the underlayment and flooring surface. 

Conclusion
Using underlayment for soundproofing floors is an effective method to create a quieter and more 
comfortable living environment. By understanding the different types of underlayment available, 
assessing your specific needs, and following proper installation practices, you can significantly reduce 
noise transmission throughout your home.

Whether you opt for foam, cork, rubber, mass-loaded vinyl, or a combination product, investing in quality 
underlayment pays off in terms of improved acoustics and enhanced privacy. With careful planning, 
execution, and maintenance, your soundproofing efforts will yield lasting benefits, contributing to a 
serene and enjoyable living space.
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