
Loudness Cheat Sheets – For Engineers
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Section One – Loudness Fundamentals
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What Is Loudness?

Loudness is how strong or impactful a sound feels to the 

listener, not just how high the peaks are.

Think of  brightness in a room. A single flash of  light 

doesn’t define the overall brightness; it’s the sustained 

glow that matters.

Pro Tip: Always compare your mix against a reference 

track in the same genre to calibrate your ears.
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Why Loudness Matters

Streaming platforms normalize loudness to around −14 

LUFS. If  your track is louder, it gets turned down. If  it’s 

quieter, it may get boosted… But it won’t hit as hard.

Like a sports team lineup — everyone has to stand 

shoulder-to-shoulder at the same height.

Pro Tip: Master to −14 LUFS integrated with peaks 

below −1 dBTP for consistent playback across platforms.
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Section Two – Key Loudness Metrics
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dBFS (Decibels Relative to Full Scale)

Measures how close a signal is to the digital ceiling (0 

dBFS). Anything above clips & distorts.

It’s like water pressure in a pipe. Push too hard and the 

pipe bursts.

Pro Tip: Keep individual tracks peaking around −6 dBFS 

during mixing to leave headroom.
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Peak Level

The highest instantaneous signal level. Useful for 

avoiding clipping, but not for perceived loudness.

A basketball player’s highest jump. Impressive, but 

doesn’t show stamina across the game.

Pro Tip: Don’t chase peaks. Focus on average loudness 

and dynamics.
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RMS (Root Mean Square)

Measures average energy over time. Closer to how our 

ears perceive loudness.

Think of  it like the average speed on a road trip. Measure 

the overall pace, not the fastest burst.

Pro Tip: Use RMS to balance instruments. Vocals should 

sit slightly above the RMS of  the mix for clarity.
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LUFS (Loudness Units Relative to Full Scale)

Industry standard for perceived loudness. Integrated 

LUFS measures the whole track’s average.

It’s like weather patterns. Momentary LUFS is the 

temperature right now, short-term is over a few minutes, 

integrated is the average of  the whole day.

Pro Tip: Target −14 LUFS integrated, but check 

short-term LUFS during choruses to avoid fatigue.
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True Peak

Measures hidden spikes above digital zero, including 

inter-sample peaks.

It’s like filling a glass with soda. Even if  you stop at the 

rim, bubbles can spill over.

Pro Tip: Keep True Peak below −1 dBTP to prevent 

distortion on consumer devices.
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Section Three – Tools & Techniques
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Loudness Meters

Tools like iZotope Insight, Waves WLM, and FabFilter 

Pro-L2 measure LUFS, RMS, and True Peak.

It’s like a GPS for your mix. It shows where you are and 

keeps you on course.

Pro Tip: Run your entire track through a loudness meter 

before exporting. Integrated LUFS matters most.
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Spectrum Analyzer

Visualizes frequency content across the spectrum. Helps 

identify masking and tonal imbalance.

Like X-ray glasses for sound. Reveals hidden clutter and 

missing sparkle.

Pro Tip: Compare your mix’s frequency curve against a 

commercial reference to spot weak or crowded ranges.
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Section Four – Dynamics & Processing
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Compression

Reduces the gap between loud and soft sounds. Adds 

punch and clarity.

Think of  a coach keeping the team balanced where no 

single player dominates, and everyone contributes evenly.

Pro Tip: Use gentle ratios (2:1 or 3:1) on vocals and 

drums. Over-compression kills dynamics.
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Limiting

A compressor with an infinite ratio. Sets a hard ceiling to 

prevent clipping.

A limitor is like a stadium gate. No matter how many fans 

push in, the gate only allows a set capacity.

Pro Tip: Apply limiting as the final step in mastering. Aim 

for peaks at −1 dBTP and integrated loudness at −14 

LUFS.
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Preserving Dynamics

Avoid over-compression. Dynamics make music feel alive 

and musical.

Just like a rollercoaster ride, the thrill comes from the ups 

and downs, not a flat track.

- Pro Tip: Use automation to control dynamics instead of  

relying solely on compression.
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Section Five – Strategy
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“Loud” Isn’t Always Better

Being louder doesn’t mean sounding better. It’s about 

clarity, consistency, and musicality.

It’s just like how a painting with balanced colors is more 

appealing than one where every shade is neon.

Pro Tip: A/B test your master against playlist tracks. If  

your song feels fatiguing, pull back.
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Mix for Translation

Your mix should sound good on headphones, car 

speakers, and streaming platforms.

A story that makes sense whether read in a book, on a 

tablet, or on a phone is the same as a great mix 

sounding good on all sound systems.

Pro Tip: Test your mix on at least three playback systems 

before finalizing.
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