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FAQ  A16.  What kind of speaker wire should I use? 
One frequently asked audio question is “What type of speaker cable should be used to 

feed a Lowell speaker?  The answer is, “It depends”.  Sound system speaker cable choice 
depends heavily on the electronic design of the sound system’s amplifier equipment and 

not just the speaker itself.  Let’s look at some of the basics: 
 

Solid or stranded conductors:  Stranded audio cables are more flexible, easier to install, 

and less likely to break.  Stranded conductors also have reduced loss at higher 

frequencies for reasons that are beyond what we can adequately discuss in this article.    

Rule of thumb:  We recommend stranded conductors for speaker cables. 

 

Parallel or twisted conductors:  Twisted audio cable conductors provide a high level of 

“Common Mode Rejection” where stray signals passing through the cable can be 
cancelled out (depending on the circuitry of the amplifier feeding the speaker).  

Rule of thumb:  For most applications, we recommend twisted pair conductors for 

speaker cables. 

 

Speaker cable jackets:  The type of jacket required over a twisted pair of conductors in a 

speaker cable depends upon the location that cable will be installed.  For certain 

installations, a CL2 jacket (horizontal or vertical rated) or a CL2P plenum rated jacket 

may be required by code.  Refer to the NEC (National Electrical Code) and the local AHJ 

(Authority Having Jurisdiction) to determine which jacket type is required for your 

application.  Note:  CL2 cable may be used for Class 2 circuits that operate at up to 150 

volts.  CL3 cable may be used for Class 3 circuits that operate at up to 300 volts.  CL2 

rated speaker cable is sufficient for all Lowell Manufacturing 8 ohm, 25 volt, or 70 volt 

speakers.  The higher rated CL3 cable may be used, but it is not required. 

Rule of thumb:  For most applications, we recommend twisted pair conductors with 

a jacket for speaker cables because of the extra protection provided by the jacket. 

 

Shielded or unshielded:  For most speaker systems, unshielded speaker cable is 

preferred.  In fact, the manufacturers of some amplifier equipment state that shielded 

speaker cable can actually be detrimental to the operation of their amplifier due to the 

capacitive effect caused by the shield.  Beware though, depending on the application, 

some manufactures require shielded cable for the proper operation of their amplifiers.  

The need for the use of a shielded speaker cable should be confirmed with the 

manufacturer of the head-end amplifier equipment that is used for a particular 

application.  

Rule of thumb:  For most applications, we recommend unshielded speaker cable. 

 

Cable gauge:  Speaker cable gauge is determined based on the economic balance of the 

cost of copper wire and the power lost in the line.  In general, the larger the gauge of wire 

used, the farther that speaker line can run with an acceptable power loss in the wire, so 

bigger is usually better when it comes to wire gauge.  To be practical though, copper wire 

is expensive, so most contractors compromise on using a cable gauge that doesn’t 
introduce more than a 0.5dB loss (about 12-1/2% loss).  The cable gauge required for a 

very large system can be a calculation that must be performed by an engineer, but for 



small systems with the kind of low powered speakers used on a paging/background music 

system, 18 gauge twisted pair stranded cable with a suitable jacket is usually acceptable. 

 

Rule of thumb for a 70V speaker system: 

Note: For a 25V speaker system, divide all of the distances given below by 8. 

 

Use 18-2 twisted pair unshielded with jacket: 

Total load on the line < 30 watts .  Total length of  speaker line  < 750 feet.  

Total load on the line < 60 watts .  Total length of  speaker line  < 370 feet.  

Total load on the line < 100 watts .  Total length of  speaker line  < 230 feet.  

 

Use 16-2 twisted pair unshielded with jacket: 

Total load on the line < 30 watts .  Total length of  speaker line  < 1200 feet.  

Total load on the line < 60 watts .  Total length of  speaker line  < 600 feet.  

Total load on the line < 100 watts .  Total length of  speaker line  < 370 feet.  

Total load on the line < 200 watts .  Total length of  speaker line  < 180 feet. 

Total load on the line < 400 watts .  Total length of  speaker line  < 90 feet. 

 

For paging and background music, if one of the combinations given above is not possible 

on your speaker string, it is typically better to break up the load into multiple home runs 

to the amplifier that do fit into these combinations, rather than incurring the expense of 

switching to cable larger than 16 gauge. 

 
Rule of thumb conclusion:  We recommend 18 gauge or 16 gauge twisted pair 

unshielded speaker cable with an overall jacket for most paging and background 

music system applications.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


