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Revealed: Why fingernails down a blackboard
sound so awful

By Rob Waugh
Last updated at 8:07 AM on 4th November 2011
« Ear 'amplifies' sound at that frequency

« Sound still disgusts people even when they think it's ‘experimental music’
« Sound ranked above squeaking polystyrene and scraping a plate with a fork

ElLike <120

The sound of nails down a blackboard is horrible to us because it makes us think of the experience - but also because our ear
canals are 'designed’ to hear noise at that frequency

To many, it is the most excruciating noise in the world.

But scientists have long been puzzled as to why the screeching sound made by fingernails running down a
blackboard makes us flinch.

Music experts now claim the shape of our inner ear is to blame for the blood-curdling effect.
Our ears are 'built' to hear sounds at that frequency because it's similar to human speech.

The researchers used a test where some listeners thought they were listening to 'difficult’ experimental
music, and others were told they were listening to various horrible sounds.

Nails on a blackboard ranked above sounds such as a fork scraping on a plate and squeaking polystyrene.

The researchers - led by Michael Oehler of the Macromedia University for Media and Communication in
Cologne, Germany - found that the listeners who'd been told they were listening to fingernails were more
disgusted and appalled than those who hadn't.

But the psychological effect didn't account for HOW unpleasant we found the sound.
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Our ears are 'designed’ to amplify sound at the frequencies of human speech - the researchers think that the shriek of nails down
a blackboard could be amplified because it's at a similar frequency

Even listeners who had been told they were listening to music still had a measurable 'disgust’' response.

The researchers measured heart rate, blood pressure and skin conductivity to work out which sounds were
the worst.

The researchers used recordings of fingernails and chalk, removing frequencies to work out which had the
worst effect.

Removing the 'scrapiest' parts of the nail-on-blackboard sound made no difference to how unpleasant
people found it.

They found that there is a physical response to sounds such as nails on a blackboard - and surprisingly, the
'‘worst' sounds were those in the range of human speech, and in particular the range between 2,000Hz and
4,000Hz.

The shape of the human ear canal might be to blame for just how unpleasant we find the sounds of nails on
a blackboard.

Because the sound is 'similar' to human speech, acoustically speaking, it's amplified within our ears.

The sound of nails down blackboards is disturbing to us because it lurks within the range that we're
programmed to hear most intensely - the frequency range of the human voice.
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Just reading the article had my skin crawling !!
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- Grumpy Granny, Co. Durham, 04/11/2011 22:10

Click to rate __Rating 12

Report abuse

Our main recognition centre will be in the human speech range. It is more likely we are directly associate that sound with
empathetic physical pain. | am sure if you hear brakes squeeling and then a thud, people will feel the same sickening feeling.

- Evan, Slough, 04/11/2011 13:15
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And to think | was just pondering on this very conundrum in the bath this morning...
- Liz, Elsewhere, 04/11/2011 10:32
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I hope these researchers were volunteers and were not paid.If they got a wage for this crap someone should be shot for blatant
waste of money.

- Silly Billy, ENGLAND, 04/11/2011 10:12
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Fascinating. Still no cure for the common cold though.
- FRANK, SLOUGH, 04/11/2011 09:57
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Takes me right back to the classroom 60 years ago where there was always some wag putting us through this torture with the
blackboard.

- gk, uk, 04/11/2011 09:48
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