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Why would it be?  Noise pollution in the 
United States, Walker says, is an under-re-
ported, under-studied issue; it has not really 
been addressed as a national public-health 
problem since the 1970s. The Noise Control 
Act of 1972 established the Office of Noise 
Abatement and Control within the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency, and epide-
miological studies were funded, expand-
ing data and the academic field. But when 
the Reagan administration effectively shut 
down federal noise research (the abatement 
office was closed in 1982), regulation became 
a decentralized, local issue. 

Walker says that noise-exposure studies 
in the ’70s, and many more recent studies as 
well, generally measured noise and its im-
pact on health using A-weighted decibels, 
which emphasize loudness levels in terms of 
the frequencies that the human ear is most 
explicitly sensitive to. On the decibel scale 
Walker cites, breathing is typically a 10, sub-
way trains a 95, and live rock-music concerts 
around a 120, a pain threshold. Research has 
revealed that a decibel level of 70—a vacuum 
cleaner, or even a loud workplace—can be 
experienced as “annoying,” she explains; that 
level has also been linked to hypertension 
and ischemic heart disease, hearing impair-
ment, and diminished cognitive performance.

Transport, construction sites, and in-
dustrial/HVAC/power-generating equip-
ment typically produce the loudest sounds. 
Such data have led to government regula-
tions and policies aimed at protecting hu-
man health. Now, Walker says, a growing 
number of both epidemiological and occu-
pational research studies “suggest that in 
addition to a sound’s loudness, its frequency 
profile is also an important characteristic 
to consider.”

For example, a study focusing on raw 
decibels would not necessarily capture 
infrasound and other low frequencies that 
people sense in their bodies and that can 
trigger physiological responses such as 
“fight or flight.” Walker was surprised by 
the intensity, and often frustration, ex-
pressed in the responses to her Greater 
Boston Noise Survey: “‘I feel like it’s im-
pacting my health’; ‘I feel like even if I com-
plain about it, nothing will be done about 
it,’” she recounts: “If you didn’t know they 
were talking about noise, you might think 

they were describing some sort of assault.” 
On an individual, experiential level, she 
adds, “we do know these sounds are both-
ering us, because when we hear a neigh-
bor’s bass beat in their car going by we 
get pissed off. But we also rationalize it 
because it’s an issue that’s not taken seri-
ously. Maybe we don’t want to acknowl-
edge it’s serious. But it is. Our bodies know 
that”: hearts start racing, stomachs clench, 
or people can’t focus on a task at hand. 

She has found, through her recordings 
around Boston, her survey, and her Noise-
Score app, that “it’s overwhelmingly the lit-
tler noises—that may not register high on 
decibel readers—that people are affected by 
and complain about.” Restaurant noises—
from customers and music systems—“don’t 
show up in any epi-centered study,” she says, 
yet “living around a restaurant is a problem 
for a lot of people.” A barking dog may not 
violate a city’s noise ordinance, or appear in 
research studies. Yet little yapping creatures 
can “get under someone’s skin,” and louder 

HAA Honors Alumni  
Clubs and SIGs
The honors,  awarded at the Harvard Alumni Association’s win-
ter meeting in February, celebrate both alumni and shared inter-
est groups (SIGs) that have organized exceptional programs.

Established in 2015 to “create a strong, connected, collaborative 
community of Harvard University alumni who are practitioners, 
researchers, and leaders in the field of Education,” Harvard Alum-
ni for Education (HAEd) has grown to include 1,200 members in 
chapters representing Boston, Washington, D.C., New York, and 
San Francisco, as well as Greater China, India, and Sub-Saharan 
Africa. HAEd has drawn on partnerships across the University 
and within the broader field of education to engage alumni across 
the globe and drive communications and programming, from a 
blog, quarterly newsletter, and a new podcast on startups to vir-
tual events, happy hours, and networking gatherings.

Volunteers have successfully revitalized and expanded mem-
bership in the Harvard Club of India through initiatives that 
include revising club bylaws, upgrading technological com-
munications, and enhancing programming. Events have ranged 
from Global Networking Night to gatherings with distinguished 
alumni. The club has also built trust and fostered engagement 
by making its election process more transparent. Moreover, to 
ensure University-wide outreach, the club’s executive commit-

tee has appointed liaisons to represent 10 schools at Harvard and 
eight cities throughout India.

A driving force behind the reinvigoration of the Harvard Club 
of Washington, D.C., club president T.K. Yang ’98, of Hern-
don, Virginia, has nurtured a collaborative and engaged board 
of directors, and recruited new board members. He has provided 
guidance regarding IT, policy, and operating procedures, spear-
headed a members’ survey, and assisted with enrollment and 
troubleshooting—all of which has yielded a significant rise in 
club membership and in revenue. Club events include dinners, 
a public-service-award luncheon, events focused on community 
service and recent graduates, and behind-the-scenes tours fea-
turing renowned speakers and foreign dignitaries.

Rebecca Dubowy Posten ’95, of Dallas, is a longtime leader 
of the Harvard Club of Dallas. A past president and treasurer, 
she now chairs the club’s board of directors and is in her second 
term as co-vice president of the programs committee. Posten and 
co-vice president Marlene Ingraham, A.L.B. ’90, have led activi-
ties for more than 550 members, including monthly luncheons 
with speakers, and programs for the Dallas “all-Ivy” community, 
such as an evening with Harvard professor of Indo-Muslim and 
Islamic religion and cultures Ali Asani. As HAA director for Clubs 
and SIGs in Texas, she has also helped strengthen the volunteer 
community and advised alumni on issues ranging from nonprofit 
filings to club launches.

“It’s overwhelmingly the littler noises—that 
may not register high on decibel readers—that 
people are affected by and complain about.”
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