Researching digital audio  – cassette vs minidisk vs mp3 

In the UK we like to describe qualitative research as a cottage industry – everyone knows everyone else, we have favourite suppliers and every evening all over the country researchers troop into living rooms cassette recorders in hand. But wait a minute. The ubiquitous audio cassette is now 30 years old. It offers reliability, dubious quality and the information captured on it takes real effort to extract and to transmit. Nowadays there are new technologies which are almost as reliable, where the quality is several orders of magnitude higher which can be shared globally in seconds. In this piece I want to explain the different technologies available, why digital audio is so much better than analogue tape and to suggest ways the research industry could develop when digital media are always ‘on tap’.

There are 3 alternative storage technologies – one analogue - cassette tape and 2 digital. Mini disk is becoming established as a recording technology. It has CD quality; using compression you can get up to 300 minutes per disk. Using auto marking a research group can be automatically broken into five minute tracks so that you can quickly navigate your way to the bit of the discussion where there was that brilliant quote. And each track can be given a text label.  The downside of minidisk is that it was invented by Sony who is also a record company. They will sell you virtually anything to get audio onto a minidisk. But if you want to take anything off a minidisk player you have to play it back in real time – the same speed as an audio cassette. 

Enter mp3, which is a standard format for compressing audio files. An mp3 file sits on a computer. It has a sound resolution almost as great as a minidisk or CD. And it behaves exactly like a computer file. You can drag and drop it on your desktop. You can cut and paste bits out of it. You can email it to someone as an attachment. The other major benefit of mp3 is compression. Typically an mp3 file is at least a 10th of the size of it’s CD equivalent. A typical group discussion will barely fit on a conventional audio CD. You can fit an entire research project of mp3 files onto a single CDROM. I do.  Why have you never heard of this before? Because mp3s are marketed to teenagers who use them to download music from the internet onto computers and then onto mp3 players.  But there’s nothing to stop you moving the other way.

There are a couple of mp3 recorders on the market that will convert audio into mp3 and store it as a file. I have one of the first – rather showing it’s age now. It stores 33 hours of audio. The new ones will hold over a hundred and yes I can carry around my last 6 months of research groups with me – in my pocket. Better still when I plug it into my PC it sees the mp3 recorder as an external hard drive. So I can drag files to and from the file manager. A 90 minute group takes around 90 megabytes of space so it takes a couple of minutes to upload – yup a whole 120 seconds. Which sure beats 90 minutes of playback.

When I load the file into an audio editor – one is usually given away free on the cover of a computer magazine most months – I increase the sound levels for the whole session, convert from stereo to mono to save space. I can locate that really annoying air conditioner in the background. The software then removes it from the entire recording. I can take out the gaps, coughs and false starts from respondents. And I cut and paste the edited quotations straight into Powerpoint.

Are we done yet? Not really. Because we now have broadband, that same 90 minute group can be sent anywhere in the world. In about 60 seconds. I can upload it to a website so that the entire team can play it back on a Windows Media player at the same time (better than clogging all their mailboxes with audio files).  I can send the English files to India where a million students graduate every year with English as first or second language – I can have degree level chemists and medical students analyse the pharma interviews. I can send the French material to North Africa and the Spanish to Latin America to get more competitive transcription rates. Many of these countries will offer 24 hour transcription. So the text files can be emailed the following day.

Any more? Well yes – using text annotation and hyper linking it should be possible to link audio markers with the text transcription so when you are reading the transcript you are able to flip to and from the nearest marker in the recording. And there is no reason why there shouldn’t be analysts in place who have received a copy of the proposal and discussion guide and who could start to compile indexes of key themes alongside the transcription which you can then jump to. If you email out your research on the same night you do the fieldwork there’s a fighting chance you could have your transcription and an initial analysis on your deck by mid morning. 

Now I’m used to the howls of protest about the importance of having interpretation, carried out by moderators who were actually in the room and so on and so forth. Absolutely but consider this. A lot of qual isn’t that complicated; it’s being sold by the yard with very comfortable margins. There’s plenty of room for a price war here if a few enterprising research agencies choose to restructure how that product is produced.  That’s price cutting plus a vastly accelerated turnaround.  And all that stands between you and this is the humble cassette recorder and the human reluctance to change.  Not a lot of protection is it?

And in case you’re wondering where video fits into this then be assured. Everything I’ve said about audio is the same for video. If you want a machine that encodes videoed groups on the fly in mpeg 4 format, it’s on the market now and costs around £300. Scare stories apart, we do as an industry have to take these new technologies seriously. At the very simplest level switching to digital audio could save you hours hunched over a hi fi tweaking the equaliser sliders to try and work out what that respondent in the corner was muttering. I love digital audio. It has made my work easier even if I don’t yet have clients who demand it. For the record I use mini-disks and mp3 in series – (belt and braces) just in case there’s an attack of the gremlins. And I wouldn’t go back to tape if you paid me.

John Griffiths is a freelance planner researcher who runs a website called www.planningaboveandbeyond.com On the site you can find a whole series of tutorials about digital media called On the move. 

