


about your latest development project, who's listening from
behind? Will we have to develop subtle codes for
communicating with our computers so that eavesdroppers
can't understand (e.g., don't forget to take the c-a-t to the v-
e-t)? Privacy is another key issue for the development of
these devices.

But finally, the inherently social nature of audio provides
unique opportunities as well as problems. Sounds can be
annoying, but they can also provide subtle, unobtrusive
information about relevant events. Withdrawing into
cyberspace can be antisocial and disruptive, but technology
can be used as a medium for community as well. Imagine
having a PDA that would play sounds indicating ongoing
and planned events, both within your local environment and
from other places around the world. Imagine using a PDA
as a surrogate for your presence at a remote meeting.
Imagine being able to whisper comments about a talk (or
panel discussion) to a friend across the auditorium, or using
a PDA just to chat with other users. From this
perspective, such devices could provoke and provide access
to new sorts of social groupings. Your children will love
them.

The challenge is to design audio PDAs to be more than
noisy versions of graphical ones, by balancing the tensions
between annoyance and information, privacy and
community. Careful sound design can help reduce
annoyance, and a combination of sound and product design
can help protect privacy. At the same time, designing to
embrace the inherent sociality of sound might allow audio
PDAs to become powerful catalysts for community.
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PANELIST: MARIBETH BACK

Aesthetic design for an audio PDA must overcome the
constraints of a severely limited playback device with
impatient users who need interactivity. Because our
reactions to audio tend to be personal, allowing PDAs to
take on individuvality will be important. Sonic personas
may be incorporated into the devices: my PDA will sound
like a friendly kitten, while yours may sound like Larry,
Curly, and Moe. Our PDAs may sound businesslike during
the day, and more individually expressive in the evening.

The sonic aesthetics of the PDA may be enhanced by use of
some standard sound design practices from other disciplines.
The design of auditory icons or other nonspeech audio cues
involves careful understanding of what people expect to
hear. As a theatrical sound designer, I found that my task
was not to replicate a particular sound faithfully, but rather
to construct a version of it that matched a sort of aural
template in the audience’s minds. These aural templates are
mental patterns developed from the instances of a particular
sound that a person has heard. People’s memory patterns of

a sound are often strongly influenced by mass media
versions of it.

Narrative is another useful sound design device. The
hearer’s aural template is especially forgiving if the
narrative context that cues it is well designed. Maintaining
a consistency within the PDA’s aural iconography allows
the user a sense of relative place, and of moving logically
from one place to the next. Such shifting between related
subsets of audio icons may be useful in a navigational
context. For example, if the current set of sounds happens
to be primarily mechanistic, it is inconsiderate of the
designer to insert a single animal sound; this forces the user
to switch narrative context.

Narrative is also important in the construction of a single
audio icon. In order for a sound to “read,” that is, make
sense to the hearer, it must contain a logical sequence.
When a glass shatters, it cracks explosively, then the
pieces collapse to the ground, then a few final shards tinkle
before coming to rest. These sounds in a different order do
not describe a glass shattering: the tinkling cannot come
before the explosion. The sequence tells a miniature story;
thus, the sound contains a simple narrative structure.
Elements of the narrative can be designed separately to be
most effective.

If the sound designer understands the essential elements of a
particular sound’s narrative, each element can be greatly
condensed: a jet can fly overhead in seven seconds, a toilet
can flush in four. In the constrained environment of the
audio PDA, recognizability, rather than realism, is the
designer’s aim. Thus, the narrative of a designed sound can
be even further compressed

Finally, understanding the impact of technical decisions
upon design quality at every stage of the sound’s signal
path is vital in developing an aural aesthetic. Frequently,
even a well-produced sound loses its meaning when it loses
its bandwidth or when it is played on a small and inaccurate
speaker. For the designer, technical limitations imply an
iterative design process that includes listening to the sounds
on the final delivery platform. Adopting this approach
throughout the design process will produce a more coherent,
more elegant, and more usable product.
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