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Introduction

A survey was undertaken to review the effects of the transition from analogue to digital audio in the following areas: 

· mainstream tape industry

· transcription industry for people with sight problems 

· end users of audio information 

The aims of the project were: 

1. To explore current supply, production and usage of cassette tapes

2. To inform RNIB's decision making regarding the transition from tapes to digital audio

3. To develop solutions to support and aid end users, transcription agencies and service providers in making the transition from tapes to digital audio  

This survey resulted in 3 reports, regarding the environmental landscape of the mainstream tape industry, the views of producers within the UK transcription industry and the views of users of audio information. 

This report brings together key results from the three surveys, and makes recommendations as to how the findings might be implemented to support the transition from analogue to digital audio.  

Note: Survey sample

Whilst these surveys involved a relatively small number of users and producers, the findings represent a broad range of views and opinions, and are therefore felt to be relevant to users and the industry as a whole.  

1. Feelings and attitudes regarding the transition

The views of users and producers of audio information were sought to determine how people felt regarding the transition to digital audio.  

1.1 Availability of Tapes

A review of the mainstream industry revealed that despite rumours, the worldwide availability of cassette tape is not about to cease.  Although demand for this media has been and continues to be in steady decline, manufacturers forecast that the production of raw materials is set to continue for the next five years.  

1.2 Use of tapes

Findings from the industry survey show that almost all producers surveyed continue to produce information on tapes, with over three quarters (76%) stating that this was the format they produced most of.  Nearly three quarters (73%) of tape producers stated they would continue as long as there was supply of materials or demand from customers.  Half of producers who estimated a time frame for continuing to produce tapes planned to carry on for at least 5 years.  

Findings from users also show tape usage remains high.  Ninety-seven percent of users reported currently using tapes.  Fifty percent stated tape was one of their preferred formats, of which the 78% cited tape as their sole preferred format.  

1.3 Perception that older people may be reluctant to make the transition

Some producers reported that they had received negative feedback from their elderly customers who were reluctant to change from tape to digital formats.  

This is somewhat supported by user findings, in that some users stated their age was holding them back from making the transition.  It seems that some older people may be uncomfortable with new technology - perhaps in particular those losing their sight later in life, who may struggle to adapt to sight loss and learn to use new equipment at the same time.  However, many older users reported successfully using digital technology, showing that age is not necessarily a barrier.  

"I'd advise all VI people, especially totally blind people to have a go at it. It seems an uphill struggle to start with, this computer business, but once you get into it… I wouldn't say it's easy, but I'm on the wrong side of 70. It's the way forward. It opens up a new world for people. Just try it, and it will be worth it."

Male, age 82, blind 

1.4 Benefits of digital technology make the transition worthwhile

Users of digital audio reported their motivations for changing from tapes, revealing that the benefits of digital technology - such as improved sound quality and navigation - encouraged them to make the change.  

Producers reported receiving similar feedback from their customers.  Producers also reported benefits of digital technology for their businesses.  These included improved cost-effectiveness of production, resulting in reduction in time resources and superior storage and retrieval capabilities.  

1.5 The transition is tough but worth it

Users who had made the transition to digital audio encouraged others to do so, and highlighted that although the process of transition was difficult they felt it was worthwhile.  

Similarly, producers were somewhat cautious in advising other producers to make the transition to producing digitally, but recognised the benefits of doing so despite the difficulty or disruption the process may cause.  

"Cost it out carefully and don't underestimate the work involved if you are archiving back stock of material.  However, there are so many benefits to be gained including quality of sound for users and future proofing your service."

1.6 People are keen to learn

Nearly three quarters (72%) of users surveyed said that they had either made or were in the process of making the transition from tape to digital audio, with nearly half (47%) stating they had already made the transition.  Only a quarter (25%) of users surveyed said they were uncomfortable using new technology.  These findings suggest some keenness to learn how to use new technology and equipment.  

Similarly, whilst producers were positive about continuing to produce cassette tapes, many had started to investigate other formats and appeared keen to learn more and hear how other producers had made the change.  

2. Issues/Concerns

Both users and producers raised some concerns regarding the transition to digital audio.  Furthermore, in comparing the responses of users and producers, some issues became apparent.  

2.1 Which format to adopt?

Concerns were expressed by both users and producers with regards to which format to adopt to replace tapes.  As there are many digital options available, people are concerned as to which one will "stay the course".  For users, concerns surround the cost of buying new equipment and also the difficulty of learning new skills only to have to re-learn again when a new digital format is introduced.  Another concern included having to buy and learn to use multiple devices.  For producers, again cost of equipment needs to be considered.  The potential longevity of a system must be estimated before investing in a new system of production, and the training and support this entails.

2.2 User requirements for digital media

Producers' perceptions of user requirements suggested that users would feel most comfortable with a system which has the same functionality as tapes.  Indeed, findings from the user survey support this sentiment, with some people suggesting that if a device did what they wanted it to do they would use it.  One example of this is the capability to record information - over half (56%) of users reported recording their own audio information, therefore any digital media or device has to have the capability to record.  
Furthermore, the users survey asked tape users to indicate their preferences for a new device.  Findings showed the majority of users preferred portable devices, as they were more convenient.  Users preferred devices which were stand alone (not requiring the use of a computer) and devices which were low cost and had limited functionality (on the basis that too many features would not get used).  There was some preference for devices specifically designed for blind and partially sighted people, due to these being easier to use (for example, having large buttons).  

2.3 Communication between users and producers/service providers

Over two thirds (69%) of users were never or rarely asked by producers/service providers what format they required, and nearly two thirds (63%) of digital users tended to use tape because they were still sent them, rather than actually requesting them.  This highlights the need for better communication between users and producers/service providers, as these findings suggest that the actual perceived demand for tape by producers/service providers is artificially inflated.  

Furthermore, in comparing users' reports of the technology they use, and producers' reports of what is requested, it appears there is some mismatch.  The producers surveyed appeared somewhat unaware of the fairly large migration of users towards digital technology and the familiarity with technology that users report.  This may in part reflect sampling issues in this study that the industry survey may have attracted tape-biased respondents whilst the users survey attracted more of a balance of analogue and digital media users.  However, these findings raise concerns regarding communication between producers/service providers and users, as some users are still receiving information in older formats despite having made the transition. 

2.4 Re-usability of media is important  
The issue of re-usability of media was raised in both user and producer surveys.  Users were concerned as to the wastage involved in being unable to re-use CDs.  Producers highlighted that not being able to reuse CDs was a cost issue, as tapes could be returned and re-used, thus reducing production costs for them as well.   

2.5 Terminology may frighten people

Producers perceived that terminology around digital formats and devices may confuse users who were unfamiliar with technology.  Indeed, some users echoed this sentiment suggesting they don't properly understand what digital technology is.  These findings highlight the need to provide clear, easy to understand information to users to help them get to grips with digital formats.  

3. Potential solutions

Various solutions to aid users and producers in the transition to digital audio were offered based on the findings of these studies.  
3.1 Organisations working together

The need for organisations to work together was highlighted in both user and producer surveys.  From the users' point of view, better communication between organisations may result in more consistent messages being passed onto users.  Furthermore, if organisations knew what formats each other were producing they may be able to advise users as to where they could access particular services and formats.  

For producers, benefits of working together may provide a saving in material costs using collective "buying power" within the industry as opposed to purchasing individually.  Furthermore, working together on training may be beneficial to share skills, learn from each other and to develop standards in digital audio production.  

3.2 Communication between users and producers/service providers is important

As reported previously, it appears there is little communication between users and producers/service providers regarding the formats users require.  Improved communication may reduce the number of users receiving unwanted formats and improve cost-efficiency for producers.  

3.3 Accessible equipment is the key

Producers suggested that accessible equipment is of key importance in helping users to make the transition.  They suggested issues such as small buttons and fiddly controls on many modern digital devices, which could be barriers to users with sight problems.  This was supported by the user survey in which users reported difficulties with small buttons and screens on digital devices.  A common suggestion from tape users of something that could help them to make the transition was easy to use equipment.  Therefore a transitional device that mirrored the usability of tape could aid the transition.

3.4 Users need support in making the transition

Just over half of producers reported offering help to customers and end users in making the transition.  Help offered included literature in accessible formats, opportunities to test devices, phone help lines and workshops.  One producer reported the benefits of word of mouth or peer support, that users were encouraged to hear from people like them who had made the transition.  

User findings suggested a need for help in making the transition.  Users who had made the transition recommended help/training for others, with some users who had not made the transition suggesting such training may help them to move to digital technology.  Furthermore, tape users indicated that they may use particular forms of help such as training by volunteers (63%), a telephone helpline (69%) and the opportunity to borrow a device to try it out (88%).  

3.5 Tapes should remain available to those who require them

Whilst the environmental landscape report suggests that the end of tapes is not as close as anticipated, there remains concern that some users may be left without access to audio if they choose not to move to digital.  It was suggested by both a producer and a user that an organisation such as RNIB should keep a stockpile of tapes and tape recording equipment for when tapes fall out of use but are still required for a minority of end users.  

3.6 Strengthening the case for DAISY

Producers from outside the UK felt that DAISY was to be the medium to "take over" from tape.  Furthermore, UK producers suggested that whilst DAISY was somewhat complex and time consuming to produce, the benefits of the technology outweighed the costs.  

The benefits to users are evident from the user survey findings, in that digital users recommended DAISY technology as useful in making the transition to digital audio.  This may be supported by the finding that nearly half (47%) of the users surveyed said audio was used for study material, which may suggest that a structured searchable form of information such as DAISY would prove useful. 

Recommendations from these findings

The following recommendations draw on the findings of this project and suggest how this might be done.

The end of tapes is not imminent, therefore this "window of opportunity" in which tapes remain available but in decline should be used to encourage and educate people in making the transition before they are forced to do so.  As the findings suggest that users and producers alike already have some interest in making the transition to digital, any encouragement and support should only increase this and make the transition easier.  

Use of media  

· That the window of opportunity is used to "test the water" using suitable digital replacements alongside the audio cassette tape

· It is recommended that the use of solid state media rather than optical disk media is explored by means of investigation

· User requirements should be gathered to inform decision making regarding the functionality required of digital audio devices

· It may be useful to try to agree a UK standard or set of agreed options on what to offer

Devices

· Investigation into a device to aid the transition of tape users namely a low cost/low functionality portable device that doesn’t need a computer in order to transfer information onto it, a transitional device that mirrors the usability of cassette tape

· Investigation into other suitable digital devices once transitioned

· Particular attention should be given to the ability to record information onto digital devices, and training given to users

· Findings suggest DAISY may be beneficial to users making the transition, training in using this format may be useful

Communication needs

· Clear definitions to communicate what the digital format is

· Explain the differences and benefits of formats, what they do and how to use them

· Communicate the benefits of digital technology to encourage users to make the transition

· Gather user requirements to inform decision making about which devices to promote for both the transition and continued use 

· Better communication between producers and users - to be clear about what formats people want and how to deliver them

Community of producers

· Communication between organisations through COTIS or a similar industry body

· Benefits of sharing information/experience

· Potential for training courses to be developed and run across organisations

· Introduction of agreed audio production standards and guidelines enabling information to be created and then utilised (this would also benefit users, for material to be of a consistent standard)

Producer road shows

· To show how to produce material digitally and output onto various media

· Opportunity to try out different recording equipment 

· People on hand to answer technical questions etc.  

· Demonstrating digital user devices to give a hands on awareness of the issues faced by the end user

User road shows

· Opportunity to utilise digital information using different devices 

· Demonstration of devices

· Opportunity to meet peers who have made the transition

· Learn about benefits of digital technology 

· People to answer technical questions

· People to offer personal support

Potential support for users

· Telephone helpline offering answers to common questions, advice regarding which device to buy to suit individual needs

· Telephone support groups to discuss the transition with peers, share information and encourage each another

· Opportunity to borrow devices to try them out
· Tapes to remain available to cater for those who need them
RNIB's position
RNIB is at the forefront of exploring and developing new audio technologies as we would like to offer our customers the best options available. Digital audio offers outstanding audio clarity, reliability and functionality for users, and enables RNIB to make more materials available much faster and more cost effectively. At the same time cassettes will become increasingly difficult and unreliable to source. We estimate that by 2012 cassettes will be obsolete in the UK. 

Whilst continuing to produce both digital audio formats such as DAISY and traditional cassettes, we are developing ways to ease our customer’s transition from cassettes to digital audio, and we will offer support and work with them to find solutions before cassettes finally become obsolete.  The findings and recommendations in this research will be considered in this process.  
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