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Executive summary

This survey is part of a wider project surveying the effects of the transition from analogue to digital audio in the mainstream tape industry, the transcription industry for people with sight problems, and end users.  This report covers the survey of end users.  

The aims of the project were:

1. To explore current 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
Analysis of users 
(Note: percentages have been rounded to the nearest whole number therefore may not total 100%)

· 36 end users of audio information took part 

· Respondents were aged 33-87 years old, with an average age of 66.25 years

· Equal numbers of male and female respondents took part

· 80% of respondents were blind and 20% partially sighted

· Respondents reported their preferred formats of audio information as tape (50%), followed by CD (25%), DAISY (17%), and MP3 (14%).  These findings suggest tapes remain a popular format for audio information

Other accessible formats 
Respondents reported which accessible formats they used in addition to audio.  97% of respondents could access information in another format (braille, large print or electronic text), although some reported finding this a struggle (particularly those who had lost their sight later in life).  One respondent reported relying solely on audio information.  

Audio formats
· Tape was the most commonly used format, used by 97% of respondents, suggesting tapes continue to be used by many, including those who also use digital formats

· CDs were used by 89% of respondents, suggesting the majority of users can use some digital technology (94% reported owning a CD player)

· DAISY and DAB radio were each used by 57%, MP3 by 52% and the internet by 42% showing many users were trying out new technology

· Some discrepancies were found between the technology users owned and which they used.  Reasons included personal preference (owning the equipment but preferring another format) and having difficulty using the equipment they owned due to lack of accessibility
Usage of audio
Use
The most common use of audio information was leisure reading, reported by 100% of respondents.  A wide range of other uses were reported, which may indicate the importance of audio information in many areas of users' lives.  

Recording
56% of respondents reported recording their own audio information.  79% recorded onto tapes and 21% recording using digital devices (digital Dictaphone, computer and memory stick).  A number of respondents reported difficulty recording in digital formats.  The most common purpose of recording was recording information from the radio (63%) again supporting use of audio for leisure.  Another common use was recording notes (47%) showing a day to day practical use of recording.  

Location
All respondents (100%) reported listening to audio information at home, with some listening whilst travelling (39%), at work (8%), out and about (6%), on holiday (6%) and at college (3%).  Within the home, most users liked to listen in a relaxed environment such as the lounge or bedroom, suggesting many people listen to audio information to relax.  

Audio information and service providers
Findings suggest respondents rarely request audio information from service providers, for various reasons including having someone to help them, preferring information in other formats and not knowing audio information was available.

Respondents also reported rarely being asked by service providers which audio formats they could use, suggesting the need for improved communication between users and service providers.  

Attitudes to technology

Feelings towards technology
Findings suggest most respondents felt some degree of comfort with technology, citing reasons such as having interest in technology, and experience using it.  Some users felt less comfortable with technology, due to requiring further training, finding it difficult after losing their sight, and finding it difficult to get hold of equipment which suited their needs.  

Transition to digital audio
Nearly half of respondents (47%) felt they had made the transition to digital audio, with a further 25% stating they were in the process of doing so.  These findings suggest a large proportion of users have shown some interest in moving to digital audio.  28% of respondents stated they had not made the transition to digital audio, showing there remains a group of users for whom tapes are preferred.  From this point in the survey, respondents answered different questions based on whether or not they had made the transition from analogue to digital audio.  Those who were in the process of the transition answered all questions.  

Digital users (n = 26)

· 92% of the 26 respondents who used digital audio continued to use tapes.  Common reasons were that information was sent that way (63%) (perhaps highlighting a need for improved communication regarding preferred formats) and that tapes were used for recording (38%) (again suggesting some users have difficulty recording in digital)

· The most common motivation for starting to use digital audio was the benefits available, such as better sound quality, navigation and convenience (55%).  This may have implications for communication, that more users may be encouraged to use digital when learning of the benefits

· Benefits of digital technology were reported by respondents as advantages of making the transition, including storage capacity, sound quality, navigation, speed and ease of access and ease of editing

· Some disadvantages of making the transition were reported, such as difficulties getting to grips with new technology.  This may highlight a need for training in use of digital devices.  Many respondents reported that making the transition had been a struggle, suggesting training may have been appreciated, although users felt this struggle had been worthwhile, which may be encouraging for other users to hear about

· Digital users reported what had helped them to make the transition.  Common responses included the availability of new technology, ease of use, familiarity with technology and the DAISY format

· In making recommendations for others aiming to make the transition, digital users suggested: help and training; technology which is accessible to older people; DAISY technology and perseverance

Tape users (n = 19)

· 16% of the 19 tape users reported continuing to use tapes because they were sent them by service providers.  This again highlights the need for better communication between users and providers.  Other readers continued to use tapes because they liked them, citing preference (16%), familiarity (16%) and ease of use (16%).  A common problem was that tape users could not find digital technology with the same functionality as tapes, highlighting a need to gather user requirements when designing digital devices

· Tape users were asked what they liked about tapes.  Features such as navigation and recording were commonly reported, which users may not know how to do on other devices.  Familiarity was another common response, perhaps suggesting some users have no desire to move to digital audio

· With regards to disadvantages of using tapes, 37% of tape users reported that tapes were "going out of fashion" making it difficult to get hold of equipment.  Other common responses included tapes breaking (32%), and poor sound quality (16%).  Some of these problems - such as sound quality - are improved on digital devices, suggesting tape users may be encouraged to move to digital by being informed of the benefits

· Tape users were asked whether they had ever been unable to access information if it was no longer available on tape.  94% reported that they had not had this problem, as they could also access digital information.  One respondent was unable to access RNIB's membership magazine as it is no longer produced on tape

· Tape users were asked what was stopping them from making the transition.  Responses included unfamiliarity with technology, preference, age, idleness and lack of equipment.  Some of these barriers may be overcome by further support and training, to encourage users to move to digital

· Tape users were asked what could help them to make the transition to digital audio.  Four stated that nothing could help them to make this transition.  Other common responses were that access to easy to use equipment, training/support and help with the cost of new technology may help users to transition

· A number of potential solutions were offered to tape users, who indicated whether or not they would use such services.  Percentages indicate those who would use the service:
- Opportunity to borrow a device to try it out - 88%
- Telephone support/helpline - 69%
- Training by volunteers in the home - 63%
- New devices - 56%
- Instruction manuals in accessible formats - 50%
- Workshops to teach how to use digital devices - 44%
- Online training - 6%

· Tape users were asked to indicate their preferences between the following features in a new device:
- Portable or static devices - 86% chose portable 
- Compatible with a computer/stand alone - 77% chose stand alone 
- Low cost with limited functionality or high cost with high functionality - 57% chose low cost/low functionality
 - Mainstream equipment or specifically designed for blind and partially sighted people - 50% chose specifically designed (note: 21% had no preference, therefore specifically designed was the most popular response)

Conclusions/recommendations

Current usage of cassette tapes: 

· Cassette tapes are still widely used, although not all users require them.  Communication between providers and users is encouraged to establish users' preferred formats

· Many users rely on tape for recording audio, highlighting a need for further investigation into digital alternatives

Informing decision making: 

· The benefits of digital technology appear to be the main motivators for users in making the transition, and should therefore be widely communicated to users

· Many users reported finding the transition a struggle, highlighting the need for support and training

· User requirements should be considered in deciding which devices should be promoted

· Some users don't wish to change from tape and provision of tapes and equipment should be maintained for these users  

· Users receive conflicting messages from organisations, suggesting a need for joined up communication within the industry

Developing solutions to support end users:

· A telephone helpline could offer information and support, including advice on equipment and devices to fulfil specific requirements  

· Peer support groups may be useful for users to encourage one another, perhaps meeting by telephone

· Loan schemes of digital devices may enable users to try new technology and receive training in how to use it

· Further research may be required to match user requirements to available technology and highlight any needs for development of new devices

· DAISY may be a good format to offer to users (as suggested by digital users) 

Introduction/background

This study is part of a wider project surveying the effects of the transition from analogue to digital audio on the mainstream tape industry, the transcription industry for people with sight problems, and end users.  

This report presents the findings from a survey of end users of audio information.  

The aims of this part of the project were:

1. To explore current usage of cassette tapes
In particular, whilst rumours suggest tapes are on their way out, this study aimed to determine the numbers of users still using tapes, what they used them for, what characteristics of tapes users liked, and why they used tapes rather than other audio formats.  

2. To inform RNIB's decision making regarding the transition from tapes to digital audio
As technology changes, RNIB has to constantly review and make decisions regarding which accessible formats the organisation will continue to produce for its customers.  This study aimed to inform this decision making process by establishing how such decisions might affect end users.  Furthermore, the study aimed to clarify the best way to communicate and implement such decisions.  

3. To develop solutions to support and aid end users, transcription agencies and service providers in making the transition from tapes to digital audio
As with any time of change, support will be needed for all involved as the transition to digital continues.  This study aimed to highlight the concerns of users and producers of audio, to help develop solutions to support these groups in the future.  

Procedure

This study took the form of a survey, which aimed to gather information about audio users' habits and opinions regarding their use of audio information and the transition to digital audio.  

Respondents were users of audio transcribed materials, and were recruited in two ways.  Firstly, organisations producing audio transcribed materials were contacted through the Confederation of Transcribed Information Services (COTIS) to take part in the industry part of the project, and were asked to pass on details of the user survey to their end users.  Secondly, two databases of blind and partially sighted people who had previously indicated willingness to take part in research were used, and those who were users of audio information were asked to take part in this study.  In total 36 users of audio information took part in the survey, representing a variety of geographical areas of the UK.  

The questionnaire consisted of 31 questions, taking on average 30 minutes to complete (see appendix 1 for full questionnaire).  Surveys were conducted primarily by telephone, although an email version was available, which was completed by around one third of respondents.  
Analysis

1. Analysis of users

Thirty-six users of audio information took part in this project.  Equal numbers of men and women took part.  81% of the respondents were blind, and 19% partially sighted.  Respondents were asked to indicate at what age they lost their sight.  There was a wide range of experience of sight loss, from those who had lost their sight in the last year, to those who had been blind since birth (up to 80 years).  

Respondents were aged between 33 and 87 years.  The average age was 66.25 years.  Whilst the sample is somewhat skewed towards the older generation this is broadly reflective of the blind and partially sighted population in general.  

As this study used a relatively small sample, findings could be considered illustrative of end-users' views rather than representative of the population as a whole.  Participants were volunteers rather than randomly selected, therefore findings may not directly reflect the blind and partially sighted population as a whole.  However, the findings should be representative of the breadth of users' views, as the sample includes a wide range of people in terms of age, experience of sight loss and experience of technology.  

Preferred audio format

Respondents were asked to identify their preferred audio format.  Some respondents gave more than one preferred format.  See Table 1 for respondents' preferred formats.       

The findings show that 50% of participants stated tape as one of their preferred formats (with 39% stating tape as their sole preferred format).  This suggests that whilst many blind and partially sighted people are moving to new technology, tapes remain a popular format for audio information.  

The next most popular format was CD, with 25% stating this as one of their preferred formats.  Other popular formats were DAISY (17%) and MP3 (14%).  

Table 1 Respondents' preferred formats 

	Format
	Number
	Percentage
	Sole preferred format

	Cassette tape
	18
	50%
	14 (39%)

	CD
	9
	25%
	6 (17%)

	DAISY
	6
	17%
	4 (11%)

	MP3
	5
	14%
	5 (14%)

	Internet
	2
	6%
	1 (3%)

	Depends
	1
	3%
	1 (3%)

	Telephone
	1
	3%
	-


Of those who reported more than one preferred format (5 participants - 14%) the combinations were as follows:

· CD or tape (2 respondents)

· DAISY or cassette

· DAISY, CD or internet

· Tape or telephone

These findings shows that some users like to use a mixture of analogue and digital formats.  

2. Use of accessible formats other than audio

Respondents were asked to indicate which other accessible formats they were able to use.  

Braille

Thirty-five respondents answered this question.  Braille was read by 60% and was not read by 40%.  

The most common uses of braille reported were leisure reading, labelling and bills.  Six braille readers reported they used braille very little, citing reasons such as the space it takes up and the time or difficulty of reading braille documents.  Other uses of braille included correspondence, information and notes.  

Large print

Thirty-six respondents answered this question.  Large print was read by 42% of respondents, and could not be read by 58%.  Few respondents knew what size print they could read, and many used magnification such as CCTV.  

The most common use for large print was for bills, as well as bank statements, leisure reading and hymns in church.  

Electronic text

Thirty-five respondents answered this question, of which 74% read electronic text, whereas 26% did not.  

The most common uses of electronic text were email and personal correspondence, leisure reading (such as books and newspapers), using the internet, and work.  A wide range of other uses were mentioned including studying and ordering groceries.  

Summary of use of alternative accessible formats

These findings suggest that most respondents could access information in formats other than audio.  A few respondents reported that whilst they could read another format other than audio, they found it very difficult and used it very little.  These respondents tended to be those who had lost their sight later in life and had not had the chance to learn braille.  Of all respondents, only one reported being unable to read any other accessible formats and therefore relying solely on audio information.  

3. Audio formats used 

Respondents were asked to indicate which audio formats they currently used, those they could use based on the technology in their home, those they could not use and those they preferred not to use.  

3.1 Audio formats used by respondents

Respondents were asked to identify the types of audio format they used.  This question was asked in two ways - firstly open ended in order for respondents to generate their own response, and secondly in response to a list of possible formats.  This was done to ensure information was gathered about all formats, however occasional their use.  Respondents were also asked which formats they could use based on the technology available in their home.  Table 2 lists the number of respondents citing they could use each format.

Tape was the most used format, used by 97% of respondents.  This suggests that although some respondents had moved to digital audio, almost all still owned cassette players and continued to use tapes occasionally.  The second most used format was CDs, used by 89%.  This high figure suggests that the majority of respondents could use some form of digital audio, and have access to equipment on which to play it.  Indeed, 94% of respondents reported having a CD player in their home.  

DAISY and DAB radio were both used by 57% of respondents, and higher numbers (64%) reported having access to these formats.  MP3 and internet were also used, by 54%, and 42% respectively.

A number of differences were found between the formats respondents reported they could use and those they actually did use.  The following reasons were given for not using available technology:

· CDs - two respondents stated they had a CD player which they used for music but would not use for audio information
· DAISY - one respondent stated they had access to the technology but chose not to use it as they preferred tapes 

· DAB radio - one respondent cited a hearing problem as an explanation, as the speech on DAB radio was too fast to hear  Others stated they owned a DAB radio but didn't know how to use it
· DVD - one respondent stated that they had trouble using the remote controls.  Others reported severe difficulty using their DVD players due to the on screen menu system being inaccessible to blind people
Table 2 Audio formats used by respondents
	Format
	Open ended 

(no prompting)
	Currently use (from list)
	Could use 
(from list)

	Tape
	25 (69%)
	35 (97%)
	35 (97%)

	CD
	10 (28%)
	31 (89%)
	34 (94%)

	DAISY
	8 (22%)
	20 (57%)
	23 (64%)

	DAB
	-
	20 (57%)
	23 (64%)

	MP3
	5 (14%)
	19 (54%)
	Missing data

	Internet
	2 (6%)
	15 (42%)
	15 (42%)

	DVD
	-
	12 (34%)
	15 (42%)


3.2 Audio formats respondents could not use

Respondents were asked to indicate whether there were any types of audio format they could not use.  In most cases where respondents were unable to use particular technologies this was because they did not have access to the appropriate equipment, or did not know how to use it.  

Other responses included personal difficulties, accessibility problems and difficulty using particular equipment:

"[I can't use] MP3.  I had more problems than I'd expected, you need a lot of sighted assistance."

Male, age 49, blind

"At the moment, the DVD is pretty horrendous for us to use because of the [on screen] menu system."

Female, age 52, blind

"I tried DAISY but I couldn't cope with it. I'd listen to half of it then when I tried again it was back at the beginning."

Male, age 81, blind
"Cassette tapes are not very good for my hearing loss as the quality of sound is, to me, poor."

Male, age 55-64, blind

3.3 Audio formats respondents preferred not to use

Respondents were asked to indicate any audio formats they preferred not to use.  

Responses were as follows:

· 4 respondents preferred not to use tapes due to poor quality
"I do not feel the need for tape due to quality of recording and the lack of search facility." 

Male, age 62, blind

This finding suggests that some users have already made the transition to digital audio, and no longer like to use tapes.  

· 2 respondents preferred not to use DVDs due to accessibility problems, highlighting the difficulty of using equipment which displays information on screen

"[I'm] not that keen on DVD because my player is not structured for someone blind. The menus I can't see to read, so I tend to avoid that as much as possible."
Female, age 41, blind

· 2 respondents preferred not to use DAISY because the machine was not portable
"DAISY, wonderful little machine as it is, is heavy, and at 80 I'm stiff with arthritis anyway. I find it heavy to move about, if I'd had it 20 years ago, yes, but I didn't use it then."

Female, age 80, blind

Some other preferences stated were of a personal nature.  For example, not having a suitable computer chair, not enjoying the programmes on the television or not being able to find a suitable portable CD player that worked without headphones.  

These findings show that users have a range of reasons for their preferences of technology, including accessibility issues, practical concerns in using the devices and personal preference.  

4. Usage of audio information

Respondents were asked about their use of audio information to gain an insight into the types of material users listen to, and where.    

4.1 Uses of audio information

The most popular use of audio information was leisure reading, with all 36 respondents (100%) reporting this use.  The majority (89%) also used audio to listen to music, again supporting the use of audio information as a leisure activity.  

Seventeen respondents (47%) reported using audio information for studying.  Of these, only 1 respondent mentioned attending college.  Four respondents reported studying the bible using audio, and others specified studying for personal or professional interest, including learning languages and reading academic journals.  

Other common uses of audio information included correspondence with service providers (44%), correspondence with family and friends (31%) and bills (17%).  

Some respondents offered explanations for their patterns of use:  

"My husband deals with most of that [bills/correspondence with service providers]."

Female, age 80, blind

"Not for family and friends.  I can use text on the phone for that."

Female, age 56, blind

"I gave up studying years ago! But that was done mainly on braille or cassette."

Male, age 74, blind

Fourteen respondents (39%) reported "other" uses for audio information, as follows:

· Other leisure activities - such as knitting patterns, recipes, audio description on TV and theatre, gardening information tapes and musical notation

· Information - such as local news, newsletters, opening times etc

· Bible reading

· Work related activity - such as minutes of meetings

· Production of audio - four respondents produced audio magazines for other blind and partially sighted people

· Taking notes - such as telephone messages

Overall, a wide range of uses for audio information were reported, highlighting that it is an important medium for information for many people.  

4.2 Recording of audio information

Only 34 of the 36 respondents answered this question.  Of these, 19 respondents (56%) recorded their own audio information.  Respondents reported a variety of material which they recorded, with many respondents recording for more than one purpose.  

The most popular purpose of recording was recording radio programmes or music to listen to later, which was carried out by 12 respondents (63%).  This supports the finding reported previously that audio information may be primarily used for leisure (see section 4.1)

Temporary information or notes were also popular, recorded by 9 respondents (47%), showing recording of information also has practical uses in everyday life.  

Other common responses included letters or messages (26%), magazines/productions for other blind and partially sighted people (21%), information to keep (such as recipes from magazines) (16%) and work uses (11%).  

These findings show there is a wide range of purposes for which people record audio information, including for correspondence, information and work.  

Some respondents gave specific examples of what they record. 

"My grandchildren.  I've got records of them ever since they were born; whereas a sighted person keeps lots of photographs, when you're totally blind you tend to record things like that."

Female, age 67, blind
"The main use is in connection with the recording of musical notation so that I can read and memorise it and play it on the piano. A friend records it for me naming the notes and note values in speech, not the music itself. "

Female, age 74, blind
Of the nineteen respondents who recorded information, 15 (79%) recorded onto tapes (either using a tape recorder, or analogue Dictaphone).  

"When I do my magazines, lots of the contributions come in on cassette so I use cassette for the master."

Male, age 74, blind
Of those respondents who recorded in digital formats, 2 reported recording directly onto their computer, one used a digital Dictaphone and one recorded onto a USB memory stick.  

Some respondents reported difficulties recording in digital formats.  

"I can record from CD to cassette but not the other way round."

Male, age 74, blind
Due to the wide variety of uses of recording devices reported, it appears the ability to record audio information is very important to some users.  Difficulties in recording in digital formats may put users off making the transition, therefore support and training in how to record using digital devices may be of benefit.  

4.3 Listening to audio information

Respondents were asked to indicate where they listened to audio information.  All respondents (100%) reported listening to audio information at home.  Other places to listen included whilst travelling (39%), at work (8%), whilst out and about (6%), on holiday (6%), and at college (3%).   Reasons for these findings may include that people feel most at ease listening at home.   

"Never on the move, it is too dangerous."

Male, age 64, blind 

Within the home the most popular places in which to listen were the lounge (19 respondents - 53%) and the bedroom (17 respondents - 47%).  This suggests users may like to listen in a relaxed environment.  Other common responses were the study (14%), kitchen (11%), and at the computer (8%).  Six respondents (17%) reported being able to listen to audio in every room in the house.  

Respondents were asked whether they had a particular place they liked to listen to audio.  Most respondents had a variety of places they liked to listen, in some cases depending on what they were doing:    

"Living room for Talking Books, bible study in bed."

Female, age 79, blind
Some respondents had practical reasons for their choice of location:  

"Just in the room which is quietest at the time of reading."

Male, age 62, blind
"In the kitchen, so I can get things done."

Female, age 57, blind
Other respondents liked to listen somewhere that they could relax:  

"I like to go out in the garden in summer with a cup of coffee. I often take Talking Books and magazines outside on a Walkman."

Female, age 74, blind
"Nice recliner - where I sit when I'm just sat".

Female, age 81, partially sighted
Respondents varied in where and when they liked to listen to audio, although many reported listening to relax.  

4.4 Requesting audio information from service providers

Respondents were asked to indicate how many service providers they had asked to provide them with audio information.  

Nearly half (46%) of respondents reported they had not asked any service providers for audio information, with a further 26% reporting they had asked "not many".  These findings suggest that overall, most users rarely request audio information from service providers.  Respondents offered various explanations for their answers.  The most common reason for not asking for audio was having help from someone else (9 respondents - 26%):  

"My husband sorts all that out but I would have to get to grips with it if I was on my own."

Female, age 87, partially sighted 

Another common reason for seldom requesting audio information from service providers was that respondents preferred alternative formats (8 respondents - 23%):  

"I get a lot of information on email."

Female, age 35-44, partially sighted

Two respondents stated that they had not thought to ask service providers for audio:  

"I didn't realise I could have it."

Female, age 77, blind
These findings may suggest that some users would benefit from better communication from service providers, so users are informed about the formats available.  Other users don't require information from service providers in audio formats, either because someone else deals with such information or because they to receive such information in other formats.  

Twenty percent of respondents reported having asked "some" service providers for audio information, and 9% reported having asked "most".  No respondents had asked "all" their service providers for audio information.  Those who did request audio information from service providers gave the following explanations:

"Sometimes I'm interested; also I think if we don't ask for it the service may be stopped."

Male, age 77, blind
"I've been in a battle with the utilities.  I've got to say 'you're discriminating against me', they know they are."

Female, age 41, blind

Summary:

· Asked no service providers for audio - 16 (46%)

· Not asked many service providers for audio - 9 (26%)

· Asked some service providers for audio- 7 (20%)

· Asked most service providers for audio - 3 (9%)

· Asked all service providers for audio - 0 

4.5 Audio formats offered by service providers

Thirty-five respondents answered the question regarding how often they were asked which audio formats they could use (such as whether they would like audio information on CD or tape).  

Almost half (46%) of respondents reported they were rarely asked which audio formats they could use, with a further 23% reporting they were never asked which formats they could use.  These findings suggest that most users felt that service providers rarely asked which audio formats they could use.  Some users gave further comments which suggested they were unhappy with this situation.    

"Usually I have to tell them, which is rather sad."

Male, age 56, blind
"It's usually offered as a CD.  You don't get offered tape anymore, some places do, but not very often. It's CD or nothing."

Female, age 41, blind

These findings suggest that there is little communication between users and service providers regarding which formats users want or need.  Improved communication could result in better customer satisfaction.   

Other respondents had more positive experiences, with 17% "sometimes" asked which formats they could use, 11% "often" asked and 3% "always" asked.  

"Pretty well on every bill I get it says also available in…. and lists all the formats."

Male, age 74, blind

Summary:

· 8 (23%) were never asked which audio formats they could use
· 16 (46%) were rarely asked which audio formats they could use 

· 6 (17%) were sometimes asked which audio formats they could use
· 4 (11%) were often asked which audio formats they could use
· 1 (3%) was always asked which audio formats they could use
5. Attitudes towards technology

Respondents were asked to indicate how comfortable they felt with technology, and whether or not they classed themselves as having made the transition to digital audio.  

5.1 Respondents feelings towards technology

Overall, findings were fairly positive, with over 60% of respondents reporting some degree of comfort with technology.  

Forty-three percent of respondents reported they felt "comfortable" with technology.  Reasons for this may include previous experience with technology, or having been shown clearly what to do, as expressed by some users who felt "comfortable":

"I worked with technology and computers before I lost my sight and have always enjoyed new innovations."

Female, age 33, blind

"I'm very happy with it all.  It's quite easy to use once I'm shown what to press and what to do. Once I've learned it I'm very happy, especially with DAISY."

Female, age 81, partially sighted
Twenty percent reported feeling "somewhat comfortable" with technology.  Reasons for such positive feelings towards new technology included an interest in technology, as described by one respondent who felt "somewhat comfortable":

"I love it, it fascinates me."

Female, age 66, blind

Eleven percent of respondents were ambivalent towards technology, some of whom felt they may benefit from some encouragement.  For example, one respondent who felt "neither uncomfortable nor comfortable" reported:

"I feel I need more training." 

Male, age 77, blind
Fourteen percent of respondent reported feeling "somewhat uncomfortable" with technology.  A problem which contributed to some users' discomfort with technology was their acquired lack of sight.  Of the five respondents who felt "somewhat uncomfortable" with technology, three cited losing their sight as the reason.  

"I’ve lost confidence because I can’t see."

Female, age 75-84, partially sighted
Another difficulty was finding equipment which was accessible.  Of the four respondents (11%) who felt "uncomfortable" with technology, three stated they were happy with cassette, but found it difficult to find suitable digital equipment.  

"I'm totally comfortable with cassette, but [not with] new technology.  I find it difficult to find suitable equipment that is portable and easily accessible."

Male, age 70, partially sighted
Whilst many of the users surveyed felt comfortable with technology, others reported difficulties which made them wary of new technology.  Needs highlighted in these findings which should be addressed are:

· The need for training to improve users' confidence with new technology

· Particular support for users with acquired sight loss, to help them to learn new skills without their sight

· The need for accessible technology which suits users' needs and clear communication to users about the equipment available

Summary:

· 43% felt comfortable with technology

· 20% felt somewhat comfortable with technology

· 11% felt neither uncomfortable nor comfortable with technology

· 14% felt somewhat uncomfortable with technology

· 11% felt uncomfortable with technology

5.2 Making the transition from tapes to digital audio

Respondents were asked to indicate whether they would describe themselves as having made the transition from tapes to digital audio.  

Nearly half (47%) of respondents stated they had made the transition.  A further quarter (25%) stated they were in the process of transition, and 28% stated they had not made the transition.  

These findings suggest that a large proportion of users of audio information had already shown some interest in moving to digital technology.  However, some respondents made comments suggesting some caution in making the transition.  For example:

"I'm half and half really, one leg on either side of the fence. I'm in the process, slowly, and it will be slowly because I do love cassettes."

Male, age 56, blind
"[I've made the transition] where appropriate.  But not where digital doesn't serve my purposes."

Female, age 74, blind

From this point in the survey, respondents answered different questions based on whether or not they had made the transition from analogue to digital audio.  Those who were in the process of the transition answered all questions.  

6. Digital users 

Twenty-six respondents reported using digital technology.  This included 17 respondents who felt they had made the transition to digital audio, and nine who felt they were "in the process" of transition.  

6.1 Continued use of cassette tapes alongside digital formats

Twenty four respondents (92%) reported continuing to use tapes alongside digital formats.  Two respondents no longer used tapes.  

Of those no longer using tapes, one reported not owning a player and finding the medium clunky, and the other preferred not to use tapes due to poor sound quality.  These findings suggest that some people no longer like tapes as they feel more modern formats are superior.  

Those who did still use tapes gave various reasons, the most common being that information was received that way (15 respondents - 63%).  

"[I use tapes for] the weekly Talking Newspaper.  It's not yet available in any other format."

Male, age 64, blind
These findings suggest that some users continue to use tapes out of necessity, because that is the only format in which some information is provided.  This again highlights potential problems in communication between users and service providers.  These respondents were all users of digital audio, and some would prefer to receive information in digital formats, but continue to use tapes simply because that is what is sent.  Better communication would improve customer satisfaction and may be more cost effective for providers.    

Another common reason for continuing to use tapes was for recording (9 respondents - 38%).  

"If someone rang and wanted me to phone them back I would record their number [on tape]."

Male, age 82, blind
These findings suggest that recording is an important function for users, and the fact that many people continue to use tapes to record (despite using digital audio) may suggest some difficulty in recording in digital formats.  This supports the findings reported previously, as some users reported having trouble recording on digital media (see section 4.2).  

Other common reasons given for continued use of tapes included leisure reading such as library books and work purposes.  

Overall, digital users gave a variety of reasons for continued use of tapes, although it is of interest that the most common reason was simply that they were sent them, suggesting digital users may be happy to move away from tapes and use other formats if they were sent them by service providers.  

6.2 Motivations for moving to digital audio

Digital users were asked why they started to use digital audio.  Twenty-two respondents answered this question, of whom 12 (55%) cited the benefits of digital audio as their reason.  

Examples included better sound quality, easy navigation and convenience.  

"Clarity, good quality, ease of use.  You can get round the disk a lot quicker than an old tape.  Navigation between tracks on a tape is hit and miss and it takes longer."

Male, age 49, blind
These findings suggest that the main motivation for making the transition to digital audio is the benefits available.  This may have implications for communications to users, as if these benefits are widely communicated, more users may be encouraged to move to digital audio.  

Another common reason for moving to digital technology was the feeling that it was a natural progression (6 respondents - 27%).    

"Because it’s the way forward."

Male, age 75-84, blind

This is an interesting finding as it suggests that some people have transitioned simply to "keep up with the times".  However, less confident users may feel they need more support or training in order to keep up with changing technology (see section 7.6).  
Two participants (9%) reported they felt obliged to start using digital as they could no longer get the information they require on tape.  

"Because a lot of tapes are not being used anymore.  More and more CD is being offered so felt I had to do the transition."

Female, age 41, blind
This finding suggests some users may feel forced to make the transition due to changes in the availability of tapes.  This may highlight a need for organisations making such changes to provide support for their users, so that the transition is not too traumatic for those who would not have chosen to make it.  

6.3 Advantages to making the transition

Digital users gave a variety of responses regarding what had been good about the transition to digital audio.  

Many people mentioned the benefits of digital audio over tapes, such as:
· Capacity/portability
"Greater portability.  It’s more compact – you don’t need a cart to carry around one substantial novel."

Female, age 33, blind
· Sound quality

"I was in one world of interference and scratches then I came into another world where the clarity was brilliant."

Female, age 66, blind
· Navigation

"You can find chapters in books a lot quicker if it's properly formatted. Can skip to the next track. Don't have to wind it through.  It's easy to search I suppose."

Male, age 59, blind
Again, this highlights the importance of communicating the benefits of digital technology to audio users, to show what can be gained from making the transition (see section 6.2).  

Other responses included speed of access (such as instant access over the internet), ease of editing and ease of use.  One respondent reported that digital technology made a huge positive impact.  

"It makes the world of music available to me to listen to properly for the first time (purer sound quality for my hearing loss). Secondly I have always been an avid book reader. When I was no longer able to read print I tried the analogue books and found them terrible but the new digital [books] are simply brilliant and have returned my love of reading to me."

Male, age 55-64, blind

This quote highlights how much difference the benefits of digital technology can make to some users.  Such quotes may be useful to highlight in promotional literature, to encourage other users by demonstrating the potential of digital audio.  

6.4 Disadvantages to making the transition 

Four respondents (21%) confidently reported that nothing had been bad about making the transition.

"Nothing [has been negative] that I can think of."

Male, age 45, blind
Four respondents (21%) reported that they had found the transition difficult, but that it was worth their while.  

"I fought quite a battle to learn what I've learned.  It was a very difficult situation. The new technology helped me.  I'm pleased I stuck to my guns. It's opened up a new world to me, there's no doubt about that."

Male, age 82, blind
The finding that many digital users struggled in making the transition may be encouraging to other users who find digital technology difficult, as it may be reassuring to know they are not the only one for whom it is a problem.  Furthermore, the fact that digital users reported the struggle was worth their while again suggests the benefits of digital technology are well worth working for.  

The finding that many digital users had found it difficult to make the transition may further support the need for training for users in how to use digital technology, to make the transition easier.  Indeed, 2 users (11%) reported that they were still struggling to make the transition, and needed more support.  

"I'm still having difficulty in getting appropriate playback equipment.  I have difficulty understanding the process.  People like me need more support to actually make the transition."

Male, age 70, partially sighted
Further support for the need for training is found in other reported disadvantages, which included functions of digital audio which  people had not yet got to grips with, specifically recording (3 respondents - 16%) and navigation (3 respondents - 16%).  

"I suppose if having to reply in note, on digital you can't put a message on.  You can't record onto the same medium you got sent."

Male, age 59, blind
"I can get back to the beginning of a paragraph but I don't find it easy to get back to the beginning of a sentence [to navigate short distances]. Also, CDs tend to jump sometimes, if you're not careful and they scratch easily."

Female, age 56, blind
This again highlights the importance of the recording function, showing users need further training in how to record using digital devices.  Also, the suggestion of difficulties in navigating short distances are of interest, as this highlights user requirements for devices, which should be taken into account.  

Cost was another factor commonly reported as a difficulty in making the transition (3 respondents).  

"Cost can be a little prohibitive."

Male, age 62, blind
The suggestion that cost of equipment may stop some users from making the transition to digital technology may suggest a need for schemes which help people to access technology.  For example, the opportunity to borrow devices on long term loan may be helpful to some users.  

6.5 Help in changing from analogue to digital

Digital users were asked to indicate what had helped them to change from tapes to digital audio.  

Common responses included: 

Availability of new technology (8 respondents - 38%)

"The affordability and availability of the technology."

Male, age 55-64, blind

It is of interest that digital users felt technology was readily available to them, as users who reported feeling "uncomfortable" towards technology reported difficulties finding suitable equipment (see section 5.1).  This discrepancy may be due to some users being more aware of equipment which is available, which could highlight a need for communication with all users to keep them informed.  

Ease of use (7 respondents - 33%)

"Didn't need any training - you just put them in the machine!"

Female, age 81, partially sighted

It is encouraging that some users found digital devices easy to use.  It must be noted however that other digital users reported finding the transition to digital a struggle (see section 6.4).  This may reflect differences in users' experience with technology.  

Familiarity with technology (6 respondents - 29%)

"Familiarity with technology.  It's part of my job as editor of a magazine to keep up to date."

Male, age 62, blind

Experience with technology is likely to be beneficial to users in making the transition to digital audio.  This may highlight a need for users to have the opportunity to try out devices, to get some idea of how they work before they commit to buying one.  

DAISY technology (5 respondents - 24%)

"DAISY certainly was one of our first players we had.  It was easy to pick up, easy to use and really we just carried on from there." 

Female, age 52, blind

A number of respondents reported DAISY technology had helped them, because it was easy to use, and had useful features.  Again, this may support the idea of allowing users to try out equipment, as if users found a DAISY player, for example, to be easy to use they may feel more confident about moving to digital technology.  

Other common responses included having someone else to help them (such as family members or friends), and that the benefits of the new technology had appealed to them.  
One respondent commented that he had not had enough help and would like further guidance.  
6.6 Recommendations to help others make the transition

Digital users were asked to recommend anything for other people trying to make the transition from tapes to digital audio, to help them to feel more confident.  Responses to this varied widely and were highly personalised.  

Common responses included:

Help or training
"Training in the home with Talking Books is good for older people who are worried.  To be shown how helps them.  Just getting support."

Male, age 49, blind
This further advocates the need for training in the use of digital technology, as highlighted previously.  Indeed, one respondent indicated they could not recommend anything as they needed more help themselves.  

Technology which is accessible to older people

"Nice simple to use unit which doesn't have too many buttons on, because a lot of elderly people would struggle.  You need something that’s very simple to use."

Male, age 45, blind
Accessible equipment is very important in helping users to feel comfortable with new technology.  This is supported by findings reported previously that users who felt uncomfortable with technology reported difficulties finding suitable equipment (see section 5.1).  It may be of benefit to collect user requirements for digital devices to determine what users want, to inform decision making regarding which devices to use and promote.  

DAISY technology

"I do think, having the DAISY machine has made it easier, because if you put a CD in an ordinary player you can't find your place again easily and have to fiddle about.  The DAISY machine has made life so simple."

Female, age 81, partially sighted

Many users reported positive experiences of using the DAISY player, and suggested it helped them in making the transition.  This is likely to be due to the accessibility and useful features of DAISY including the ability to bookmark, as mentioned above.  The communication and demonstration of such features to users who have not yet made the transition may encourage them to consider using such technology.  

Perseverance

"Ask questions and keep trying as it gets easier with practice."

Male, age 55 - 64, blind
As reported previously (see section 6.4) many digital users reported the transition had been a struggle.  The suggestion that perseverance will help may be encouraging to users making the transition, to know that others went through similar difficulties and got through it.  Such encouragement may be useful to users in the form of telephone peer support groups, in which users could discuss their difficulties and help each other.  Furthermore, use of case studies of people who have made the transition may be useful in promotional literature or at events, to help users see that other people like them have succeeded in making the transition.  
6.7 Further comments from digital users about the transition

Digital users were invited to give any further comments on the transition from analogue to digital audio, a range of which are reported here.  

"I wish we knew which way we were going to go.  There are so many options out there now, and we don't know which will stay the course.  Each time you change you've got to relearn and it's not always straightforward."

Male, age 59, blind

"I think a bit of advice about how to record would be rather nice. That is a big burning issue with a lot of people I'm sure. Clear advice or guidelines would be good."

Female, age 41, blind
"I think although there's been a lot of publicity about going over to digital there's been very little sent in VI people's direction."

Male, age 56, blind
"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 

These comments again highlight the need for more support, training and communication between organisations supplying audio information and their users.  It is encouraging that users have persevered through struggles to make the transition, showing the benefits of digital technology are worth working for.  However, these findings also beg the question of how many more users could benefit from digital audio if appropriate training, information and support was offered.   

7. Tape users 

Respondents who described themselves as not having made the transition to digital audio (10 respondents), and those in the process of doing so (9 respondents) were asked questions about their use of cassette tapes.  These questions aimed to identify what it is about tapes which appeals to users, and what could help users to move to digital technology.  

7.1 Motivations for continued use of tapes 

Tape users gave a wide range of reasons for using tapes.  Three respondents (16%) stated they still used tapes because they were sent them by service providers, again highlighting the need for better communication between users and service providers.    

"Service providers keep sending it."

Female, age 56, blind

Others stated preference (16%), familiarity (16%) and ease of use (16%) as their reason for using tapes.  

"[I use tapes] because I like them and I need to use them."

Female, age 67, blind
"They're the most convenient thing to me.  With the MP3 player, if I could continue at the point I left off, I wouldn't mind. But I use the tape recorder because where I stop it I can start it again.  Purely and simply, personal convenience."

Female, age 81, blind
"I like them.  I know when I record they'll do me a very good job."

Male, age 56, blind

These findings show that some users simply like tapes, and feel comfortable using them.  These users may feel they have no reason to move to digital because they are happy with tape as their format of choice.  As tapes are slowly in decline, there may come a point at which tapes are no longer available.  Therefore whilst provision should be made for users to continue to access information on tape for as long as possible, it may be beneficial for users to have some knowledge about other formats so they are not left behind by changing technology.  

A few respondents gave specific examples of things they use tapes for which they would not be able to do by any other means: 

· Musical notation - a friend records musical notation onto tape, which the respondent listens to on a portable tape player at the piano and winds back and forward short distances to check notes

· Recording magazines - two respondents reported producing magazines on tape for other blind and partially sighted people, and both stated it was easier for people to make contributions to magazines on tape
These findings may suggest users could benefit from training in the use of digital devices, to teach them how to carry out specific tasks.  

A common complaint from tape users was that respondents could not find a suitable device which did the same things as their cassette player.  For example, to be portable but without headphones (inbuilt speakers), to be able to record directly, to enter notes into what you're listening to, to record directly off the radio, to wind short distances and so on.  This again highlights the importance of understanding users' requirements, so that devices offered to users have the functions which are required.  Furthermore, support could be offered to users in finding appropriate devices.  For example, a telephone helpline could be set up which users could call and state their requirements, to be advised which devices may best suit their needs.  

7.2 Advantages of using tapes

Tape users were asked to indicate what it was about tapes which they liked which made them want to continue to use them.  Common responses fell into two categories - features and familiarity.  

Features

Features of tapes which respondents liked were navigation (37%) and recording (26%).  Many users liked being able to stop a tape and have it start again in the same place, and the ability to wind forwards or backwards for any distance.  Users also reported the importance of being able to record audio information: 

"Ability to record - essential.  I haven't got that on CD."

Male, age 77, blind
These findings suggest users may use tapes due to specific functions which they carry out, although users may not be aware that some digital devices can do the same thing.  One reason for this may be that many users see CDs as the next step towards modern audio, and the CD has limited functionality compared to the tape (in terms of navigating short distances, and more complex recording processes).  Some users may have tried CDs and been put off digital technology, thinking digital would not allow them to do the things they want.  Therefore this may further support the need for training of users of audio information to communicate the functions of digital devices which may be of use to them.  

Furthermore, the features of tapes liked by users should be considered in the development and promotion of new digital devices, as these highlight the features users require and use.  Such features should be available in new devices offered to users, to enable them to continue to use audio information as they require.  

Familiarity

Many respondents reported liking tapes because they were used to them, with 32% citing familiarity, and 26% stating they were easy to use.  

"Because I'm used to them. Habit more than anything."

Female, age 80, blind
Although some users may have no desire to move to digital technology, due to feeling comfortable with tapes, others may benefit from training to demonstrate that digital devices may also be easy to use once you know how.  

Other reported reasons for liking tapes included owning appropriate equipment, portability and convenience.   

An interesting comment from one respondent was that they liked tapes as they could be re-used, and that this was important from an environmental perspective.  This should be considered by producers, as re-usable media are likely to also reduce production costs.  

7.3 Disadvantages of using tapes

Seven respondents (37%) stated there was nothing bad about continuing to use tapes (although 2 of these went on to suggest further responses).  These findings suggest the tape format has some avid supporters, for whom tapes are ideal.  

Seven respondents (37%) reported that tapes are "going out of fashion", and that this makes it difficult to get equipment.  

"The only thing is, so many manufacturers are ditching cassette and the recording mechanisms that it's going to make it rather difficult as time goes on."

Male, age 74, blind
This problem may highlight a need for an organisation such as RNIB to gather a stock of tapes and tape recording equipment, to ensure audio information on tapes will continue to be available to users for as long as possible.  

Six respondents (32%) reported a potential disadvantage of tapes being that they can age or break: 

"If you use them a lot they don't have a long life, they get mangled."

Female, age 57, blind
Other suggestions of the disadvantages of tapes were poor sound quality (3 respondents - 16%), poor navigation (1 respondent - 5%), and the need to keep the tape heads clean (1 respondent - 5%).  Some of these problems relate directly to the advantages of digital formats over tape (for example, improved sound quality and quicker navigation).  This further supports the idea that communication of the benefits of digital technology may encourage users to try digital formats.  

7.4 Experience of being denied access to information on tape

Respondents were asked whether they had ever been unable to access information because service providers no longer produce the information on tape.  

Eighteen respondents answered this question, of which 17 (94%) reported that had never had this problem.  This was either because they could get all the information they required on tape, or because they could use other formats if required.  One participant reported they were no longer able to get RNIB's membership magazine "Vision" on tape.  Although this user did own a CD player, they felt on principle they had the right to receive information in their preferred format.  

These findings suggest that most users do have access to digital technology within their home, and could cope with receiving information in formats other than tapes.  However, as mentioned previously, there is argument that users should be able to access information in the format of their choice, therefore consideration should be given to user preferences when making decisions regarding the future of tapes.  
7.5 Barriers to making the transition

Tape users were asked to indicate what was stopping them from making the transition to digital audio.  

Common responses to this question were as follows:

Unfamiliarity with technology - 4 respondents 

"Not really being au fait with DAISY/MP3."

Male, age 77, blind

If users feel their unfamiliarity with technology is holding them back from making the transition to digital audio, perhaps these users would benefit from some support or training to help them get to grips with digital devices.  

Personal preference - 4 respondents

"Lack of adventurousness.  Stick to the devil you know!"
Female, age 57, blind 
Some users have no desire to move to digital audio, and continue to use tapes out of personal preference.  One group to whom this may particularly apply is older people who lost their sight later in life, for whom it might be difficult to adapt to sight loss and learn new technology at the same time.  

"For younger people who will grow up with the new technology, even blind children, in 50 years time we wouldn't be having this conversation.  But for the next 10-20 years people who have lived through being sighted, the people going blind every day, they'll want to use the things that they've been used to as a sighted person."

Female, age 67, blind

Provision should be made where possible for people who do not wish to change to digital technology, so that they can continue to access information on tape.  
Age - 3 respondents

"I wouldn't be able to.  I haven't the knowledge and I'm too old." 

Female, age 79, blind

Some respondents felt their age was a barrier in making the transition, either because they felt they no longer learned new things quickly, or because they felt tapes would suit them for the rest of their lifetime.  Whilst these feeling are understandable, older users should not consider themselves too old to make the transition, as many older people have done so.  For example, the oldest person surveyed in this study (aged 87) reported successfully making the transition.  It may be encouraging for older people to hear about the experiences of their peers who have made the transition, in order to be encouraged that they could do the same.  This could happen through telephone support groups, or through case studies of individuals presented in literature or at events.  

Idleness - 3 respondents

"I suppose it's just laziness on my part learning a new technique."

Male, age 81, blind
A number of respondents reported they had not made the transition to digital audio simply due to idleness.  This is interesting as it suggests these users have no major barriers to doing so but have simply not got round to it.  Perhaps such users could be encouraged by further support and more information about digital media (including being made aware of the benefits) which may persuade them to try out digital audio.   

Lack of equipment - 3 respondents

"I don’t own the necessary equipment."

Female, age 56, blind

The finding that lack of equipment may stop some users from moving to digital technology may suggest a need for schemes by which equipment is made available to users.  For example, devices could be loaned to users, either on a short term basis in order to "try before they buy" or for a longer period.  Users' views on the opportunity to borrow equipment are further discussed later in this report (see section 7.7)

7.6 Potential help to make the transition

Four respondents stated nothing could help them to make the transition.  Two of these simply did not want to change to digital, one didn't think they were able to, and the fourth stated they were just idle.  

"Nothing. Because I don't want to do it and I don't need to make that transition.  I've got enough tapes and machines to last me my lifetime."

Female, age 67, blind
Three respondents reported that having access to accessible equipment would help them to move to digital audio.  

"Easy to use equipment [could help me to make the transition]."

Male, age 70, partially sighted 
Two respondents stated training or support would be helpful in making the transition.  

"I need help to be shown how to use new equipment."  

Female, age 77, blind

These suggestions tie in with users' views reported throughout this report, suggesting users require more support and training in making the transition, and that access to appropriate equipment would aid the transition.  

Two respondents reported access to funds to purchase equipment would help them move to digital audio, again suggesting cost may be a prohibitive factor for some users.  

Some interesting suggestions were put forward with regards to what may help users to make the transition.  Firstly, one respondent suggested they would like assurance that new equipment wouldn't become obsolete, highlighting a concern that as technology progresses, more and more new technologies may come and go, costing users both financially and in the effort spent learning new techniques.  Secondly, one respondent thought it would help if all providers made the switch to digital formats to make it necessary for users to change.  This is interesting as suggests some users may change only if they had to, although it is likely other users would find a forced change traumatic.  

One respondent reported finding a digital device which could do the same as a tape player would help them to make the transition, again highlighting the need for users to be informed regarding the functionality of digital media.  

7.7 Solutions generating

In an attempt to identify solutions to support users through the transition to digital audio, tape users were asked to indicate which of the following aids they would use, if available.  

Sixteen respondents answered this question.  A flavour of respondents' comments on each suggestion is given for reference.

Potential solutions offered

Respondents were offered a number of potential solutions which could help support users in making the transition.  Respondents indicated whether or not they felt each solution was something they would use.  

Opportunity to borrow a digital device to try it out 

Fourteen respondents (88%) reported they would use the opportunity to borrow a digital device to try it out.  Comments ranged from "unenthusiastic" to thinking the opportunity to borrow a device was "a very good idea".  One respondent commented that the loan period would have to be sufficiently long to get to grips with the device.  

The high proportion of respondents willing to use such a service suggests offering equipment on loan to be a useful way for users to become familiar with digital devices.  Users are likely to be more open to borrowing a new device than buying one, as this does not involve a financial commitment.  

Telephone support/helpline 

Eleven respondents (69%) reported they would use a telephone support helpline.  Comments included one respondent who felt it was important that telephone support should be friendly and not exasperated about people making mistakes.  Another respondent reported positive experiences of technical support from RNIB's helpline.   

These findings suggest a positive response to the idea of a telephone helpline.  Responses to previous questions in this survey have lead to various suggestions of functions of such a helpline, such as advising on which equipment to buy (see section 7.1).  

Volunteers to visit to demonstrate digital devices 

Ten respondents (63%) reported they would welcome training by volunteers in their own home.  Comments ranged from some users feeling they didn't need this sort of service to one respondent who stated volunteers would be "the gilding on the gingerbread".  

Some users felt they didn't need a volunteer as they could get someone else to help them (such as a friend or family member), and some would prefer to be independent, using simple instructions etc.  However, of those who said they would like training by volunteers, many were very keen on the idea, particularly due to the one to one nature of such training.  

New devices 

Nine respondents (56%) reported they would use a digital device which allowed them to do something they couldn't previously do.  Comments ranged from "I'm OK as I am without any more bits and pieces", to one respondent who was enthusiastic about new devices as had recently purchased a talking mobile phone.  

User requirements should be taken into account in the development of new devices, to ensure such devices meet the needs of those who will use them.  

Instruction manuals in accessible formats 

Eight respondents (50%) reported they would use an instruction manual in an accessible format.  Comments mainly specified respondents' preferred format for an instruction manual.  One respondent stated "instructions might be difficult".  

Workshops to teach you how to use a digital device 

Seven respondents (44%) reported they would use workshops.  Comments ranged from people not liking workshops or being unable to get to a workshop, to one respondent who stated they would be prepared to go out of their way for something of benefit to them.  

Most respondents felt they would prefer one to one training rather than attending a workshop with other people, and as reported, getting to and from a workshop may be difficult for some users.  

Online training

Just one respondent (6%) reported they would use online training.  Most comments about online training were negative, mainly due to respondents not having access to a computer/the internet.  Other comments included internet being too costly and difficult to use.  Even the respondent who stated they may use online training commented that they were "not enthusiastic".  These findings suggest online training would not be used by many users, perhaps in particular those who are less comfortable with technology.  

Feature preferences

Tape users were also asked to indicate their preferences for the following features of a new device.  

Portable or static devices:

· 12 (86%) chose portable

· No respondents chose static

· 2 (14%) had no preference 

The majority of users preferred portable devices, commenting that portable devices are more useful as they can be used around the house and taken out of the home.  These findings should be considered when offering users new devices, and in the development of new devices.  

Compatible with a computer or stand alone:

· 10 (77%) chose stand alone

· 2 (15%) chose compatible

· 1 (8%) had no preference

Most respondents preferred a stand alone device because they did not own (or like) computers.  Of those preferring a computer-compatible device, one stated they would use this only if it had a wireless connection.  

Whilst some users find it useful to transfer files between their computer and an audio device, many felt it was too complicated to involve a computer.  These findings suggest that whilst compatibility with a computer may be beneficial to some, many users would struggle with devices which rely on the use of a computer.  

Low cost digital devices with limited functionality or high cost with high functionality:

· 8 (57%) chose low cost/functionality

· 3 (21%) chose high cost/functionality

· 3 (21%) had no preference 

Most users stated a preference for a low cost, low functionality device.  Reasons for this included difficulty with too many buttons, and the fact that often many features on devices do not get used, therefore are wasted.  Some users preferred the high cost, high functionality device, for reasons including "you get what you pay for", and wanting the best available.  These findings may point to a need for a range of devices, to suit a variety of needs.  

"Lower functions definitely; I can't cope with too many knobs and buttons.  I'd pay more for the simpler one."

Female, age 80, blind
Mainstream or specifically designed for blind and partially sighted people:

· 7 (50%) chose specifically designed

· 4 (29%) chose mainstream 

· 3 (21%) had no preference

The most popular choice was specifically designed equipment, on the basis that equipment must be accessible and usable, therefore something designed for blind and partially sighted people was more likely to suit their needs.  However, some users favoured mainstream equipment, reasoning that specialist equipment was too expensive and they did not like to be singled out.  

These findings highlight the importance of accessibility of equipment.  Many users commented that if they could use mainstream equipment, they would do so, but it was not an option due to accessibility problems (small buttons, screens etc).  

7.8 Further comments from tape users about the transition

Tape users were invited to give any further comments regarding the transition from analogue to digital audio, a range of which are reported here.  

"It would be good for people like me who can't find a digital alternative if RNIB could keep a limited range of equipment/tapes if they cease to be available."

Female, age 74, blind
"I hope it’s a long way off and I won’t have to cope with [using new technology]."

Female, age 75-84, partially sighted
"Instructions aren't that clear on the talking books about the timed business, whatever that means, and the bookmarks are not very clear."

Female, age 56, blind
"I have to show my ignorance at this point and say I don't fully understand it.  It's probably a generation thing."

Female, age 81, partially sighted
"There needs to be appropriate training and more simple equipment than is currently available."

Male, age 70, partially sighted  

These comments give a flavour of tape users' feelings regarding the transition.  Some users are clearly concerned about the transition, and require reassurance that tapes will remain available in the foreseeable future.  Other users show some interest in moving to digital technology, but require more support and information to help them to make the transition.  

Conclusion and recommendations

Conclusions will be made in accordance with the three aims of the project.  

1. To explore current usage of cassette tapes
Overall, the findings have shown that tapes are still used by many audio users: 50% of respondents cited tapes as one of their preferred formats, and 97% reported currently using them.  

Whilst some users rely on tapes for communication and information, others continue to use tapes simply because they are sent them.  These users may prefer to receive information in alternative audio formats.  

One feature of tapes valued by users is the ease of recording, which many respondents found difficult on digital devices.  

Recommendations based on these findings are:

1.1 Improved communication between service providers and end users, to determine which formats are required.  As producing tapes is costly (both financially and in time) it would be beneficial for providers to know about those users currently receiving tapes who would prefer alternative audio formats.

1.2 Further investigation could be carried out into easy to use digital recording and playback devices, particularly those on which users can record a reply onto the medium they received.  Training should be offered to end users on how to use these devices.  Furthermore, accessible recording devices which are currently available could be promoted, and end users could be given the opportunity to borrow such devices to try them out.  

2. To inform RNIB's decision making regarding the transition from tapes to digital audio
The findings suggest that many audio users are enthusiastic about the transition from tape to digital audio.  In the main, this is due to the benefits digital technology offers - such as greater storage capacity, better sound quality and ease of navigation.  

Of the 36 respondents interviewed, 26 (72%) had either started or completed the transition to digital audio, suggesting some eagerness amongst users to learn more.  This remains despite many people finding the transition difficult, highlighting a need for further support and training to encourage people to keep persevering.  Furthermore, the findings showed respondents had highly personal reasons for their choices of equipment, such as being unable to carry a heavy DAISY player due to arthritis.  

Although committed tape users are in the minority, their needs should not be ignored.  Some people would find it very difficult to make the transition, perhaps in particular older people who may not be familiar with digital technology, especially those adjusting to sight loss in later life.  Furthermore, some users reported functions they carry out on tapes which they did not know how to do by any other means, such as recording musical notation and putting together audio magazines.  

In terms of what users want from audio playing devices, the findings suggest that users may prefer lower cost simpler devices which may be easier to use, and that equipment specifically designed for people with sight loss may be preferable in terms of design.  Many users felt portability to be important, giving them flexibility in using the device and the majority of users indicated a preference for devices which were stand alone and did not require the use of a computer.  

A number of respondents reported hearing different information from different organisations regarding the future of tapes, and also receiving varied advice regarding which digital technology to move to.  This contributes to users' confusions regarding digital technology.  

Recommendations based on these findings are as follows:

2.1 If the benefits of digital technology are what motivate people to make the transition, these benefits should be clearly communicated to end users to encourage take up of digital formats.  This could be in the form of road shows, exhibitions demonstrating new technology, radio interviews, Talking Newspaper articles and so on.  

2.2 As the findings suggest many people find the transition to digital a struggle, training and support is clearly needed.  End users could be consulted to determine user requirements for such training, and to gauge demand for training services such as home visits from volunteers and workshops.  

2.3 For those who don’t wish to change from tape, provision should be made to continue to provide information on tape for the small number of people who need it.  As this may not be cost effective or possible for all organisations to do, perhaps it would be beneficial for one organisation to provide this service, and for this to be communicated within the industry, so other organisations know where to go to get information produced on tape.  

2.4 User requirements should be considered in making decisions about devices to promote.  Findings from this study suggest those struggling to make the transition may prefer portable, stand alone equipment with low functionality which is specifically designed for blind and partially sighted people making it easier to use.  

2.5 Communication between organisations is important, as end users are hearing conflicting information from different sources.  Producers should communicate with each other and with end users - for example through industry bodies such as COTIS - in order to be clear on who produces what and what is available to users.  

2.6 All producers should receive training so they can provide information to customers on digital formats available, and so that they know where support and advice is available should people need it.  

2.7 Producers should communicate with service providers (via COTIS for example) who may be requesting material without consulting end users, to ensure the materials produced are useful and cost effective.  

3. To develop solutions to support and aid end users, transcription agencies and service providers in making the transition from tapes to digital audio
As reported previously, the findings of this survey show that end users feel that help/training and access to equipment would be beneficial in helping users to make the transition from tapes to digital audio.  

Recommendations based on these findings are as follows:

3.1 69% of tape users reported they would use a telephone helpline.  If such a helpline was to be used, staff training would be required in order to give staff the relevant knowledge and skills to help users.  For example, "crib sheets" on how to use specific devices may be useful, and answers to common queries prepared so staff can quickly and easily solve users' problems. 

3.2 Further possibilities of a helpline service would be for it to act as a repository of information about available technology, to which users could go to ask advice on which equipment to buy.  This would help users who have specific requirements to find equipment which suited them (for example, portable but without headphones).  This may also be useful for those who are sticking with tapes because they cannot find a way to do a specific task on another device.  Technical staff could help users find digital alternatives which perform the same functions as their current/previous technology.  

3.3 It would be encouraging for those struggling to make the transition to know that they are not the only one finding it difficult.  Perhaps case studies about others who have struggled and overcome their difficulties would be of value here.  In particular, it may help older people to hear from their peers who have made the transition, to show that age does not have to hold people back.  This could be conducted through telephone support groups similar to those currently run by RNIB.  

3.4 88% of tape users reported that they would like the opportunity to borrow a device to try it out.  This may be in part due to the cost involved with buying new equipment, which may be prohibitive to some people.  Long term loan schemes (like that operated by RNIB's Talking Book service) can be useful to people in these circumstances.  Furthermore, some users may like to borrow devices for a shorter period to "try before they buy".  Perhaps a range of devices could be made available for users to borrow in the short term, offered alongside training, to help users make decisions about the technology they require.  

3.5 In terms of which devices RNIB should be promoting to end users, further research may be required in order to draw out the specific user requirements and review technology which meets these requirements.  There are various features of tapes which are liked by users, which they feel they may not be able to use with a digital device (for example, being able to reply on the same media you received, reusability, easy navigation).  By knowing what it is users want to do with a device, and what devices are available or need to be developed, more appropriate recommendations can be made as to which device might best suit a user's needs.  

3.6 As DAISY was recommended by digital users as helpful in making the transition, consideration should be given to encouraging tape users to move to this format.  

Solutions to support and aid transcription agencies and service providers will be covered in depth in the accompanying reports.  

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.  
Appendix 1 - Questionnaire
User survey - The digital transition 

Centre for Accessible Information (CAI)

Heather Cryer (Research Officer)

13 November 2007

Part one - Audio Information

· RNIB's Centre for Accessible Information (CAI) is involved in research about access to information for blind and partially sighted people  

· The current project is about how changes in technology affect the kinds of information end users receive, such as how audio information is starting to become available in digital formats

· This project is seeking the views of the end users , the mainstream tape industry and the transcription industry, to understand the issues and concerns around making the transition to digital audio

· This survey aims to gather the experiences and opinions of users of audio information, to help the industry understand users' needs, so as to ensure audio information will continue to be accessible and useful to those who use it.  

· The findings of this project will be reported in industry publications, to help the industry to agree on the future provision of information on cassette tapes, and how to support any transition

· The term 'digital audio' refers to audio information which has been converted into a computerised code.  This is a change from analogue audio (as used on cassette tapes) in which the original sound waves are represented on the tape

· There are a number of benefits to new digital technology, such as improved sound quality, capacity, easy navigation and versatility.  

· We are interested to hear from users who have changed from tapes to digital audio, to find out their experiences, and what helped them to make the transition.  We would also like to hear the views of users who currently use tapes, to find out what it is they like about them.  

· The survey should take around 20 minutes to complete.  Your answers will remain confidential, and your name will not appear in any written reports of the findings.  

· I'd like to record this interview if you don't mind, to make it easier for me to take notes. I'll be deleting the recording once I've typed up my notes. Is that OK with you? Yes/No:

· We'll be compiling everyone's responses to create an overview of people's thoughts, but if we do quote your individual comments in the final report we won't cite you by name. Are you willing for us to use anonymous quotes from this interview in our reports? Yes / No

· As we go through the questions you're free to withdraw at any time, just let me know if you don't wish to carry on.

· There are 31 main questions, split into sections.  Depending on your answers, you may not be asked to answer all of these questions.  Part one is about audio information, split into three sections.  Firstly, introductory questions about you; secondly, your use of audio information; and thirdly your views on the transition to digital audio.  Part two is about use of floppy disks.  

· Some of the questions will ask you for a specific answer, others are multiple choice - I'll let you know for each question. 

· Remember, in this 20 minute interview we won't be able to talk in much detail about the reasons behind your answers, so I may have to press you for quick responses. 

· Do you have any questions before we start?

Introductory questions

Male / female:

Age:

Or:

a. under 18

b. 18 - 24

c. 25 - 34

d. 35 - 44

e. 45 - 54

f. 55 - 64

g. 65 - 74

h. 75 - 84

i. 85+

Are you blind or partially sighted:

At what age did you lose your sight?

From birth 

Or a - i as above.

1. Other than audio, in which of the following formats can you read information? 

a. braille

b. Large print (what size?)

c. electronic text

1.1 Can you tell me what kinds of information you receive in each format

For example, books/magazines, bills, correspondence (personal/with service providers), study or reference etc.)

a. braille

b. large print

c. electronic text

Audio information

2. What formats of audio information do you use?

And why?

2.1 What formats of audio information can you use?

Please mention all formats you personally could use, based on the technology you have access to

[prompt: Cassette tape, CD (not DAISY), DAISY CD, MP3 (player/computer), DVD, DAB radio, streaming internet audio]

Comments:

And why?

2.2 And are there any you can't use, or prefer not to use. 

[prompt all]

E.g. if you don't have the technology

Comments:

And why?

3. What is your preferred format for audio information?

Comments:

And why?

4. What do you use audio information for?

a) Leisure reading such as talking books or magazines

b) Bills

c) Correspondence with service providers

d) Correspondence with family / friends

e) Studying 

f)  Music

g) Other (please specify):

Why? 

5. Where do you listen to audio information?

For example, at home, on the move, etc
Comments:

[prompt: do you have a particular place where you sit to listen?]

Why?

Is there anywhere else you would like to listen?

6. Do you record audio information yourself?

For example, shopping lists, dictating letters etc

Yes / No [if no, go to question 7]

If yes, what do you record?

Do you store it on tape?

Do you send it to others on tape?

[prompt: who?]

Why?

7. How many service providers (such as banks, utility companies etc) have you asked for information in audio format?

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	None
	Not many
	Some
	Most
	All


Why?

8. How often are you asked by organisations or service providers which audio formats you could use?

For example, whether you want it on a tape or a CD
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Never
	Rarely
	Sometimes
	Often
	Always


Why?

Transition from tapes to digital
9. How comfortable do you feel with new technology?

1 - Uncomfortable

2 - Somewhat uncomfortable

3 - Neither uncomfortable nor comfortable

4 - Somewhat comfortable

5 - Comfortable

Why?

10. Do you currently use digital audio such as CDs, DAISY, MP3, DAB radio, DVD or internet streaming audio?

Yes / No

10.1 If yes, which format(s) / what device do you play it on?

10.2 If yes, what do you use it for?

E.g. music, leisure reading, personal correspondence, bills, study
10.3 If yes but prefer tapes, in what circumstances do you use digital?

11. Would you describe yourself as having made the transition from tapes to digital audio?

Yes / No:

In the process:

[If yes answer questions 12 to and 18, then go to part 2]

[If no (or cassette as preference), answer questions 19 onwards]
[if in the process, answer all questions]

12. Do you still use cassette tapes at all?

Yes / No

If yes, what for:

13. Why did you start using digital audio?

[prompt: for information]
Comments: 

14. What helped you to change from tapes to digital audio?

[prompt: for example, DAISY, Availability, Ease of use, Familiarity with technology, benefits, training)
Comments:

15. Can you recommend anything for other people trying to make this change, to help them to feel more confident in moving away from tapes?

[prompt: was there anything you were worried about, how did you overcome this?]
Comments:
16. What has been good about making the transition?

[prompt: Is there anything digital audio can do that tape couldn't, are there any ways in which it's better?]
Comments:

17. What has been bad about making the transition?

[prompt: have you had any problems?, is there anything tape could do that digital can't?, have you had difficulty using new technology? own collection of tapes?, difficulty labelling CDs]
Comments:

18. Do you have anything else to say about changing from tapes to digital audio?

Comments:

[Please go to Part 2]
19. Why are you still using tapes?

[prompt: Preference, Lack / cost of equipment, Not knowing how to use it, Uncertainty about new technology etc, service providers keep sending it]
Comments:

20. What is it that you like about tapes which makes you want to keep using them?

[prompt: Specific features, e.g. ability to record, familiarity, ease of labelling, have own collection etc]
Comments:

21.  What (if anything) do you think is bad about continuing to use tapes?

Comments:

22. What (if anything) is stopping you from making the transition to digital audio?

Comments: 

23. What could help you to make the transition to digital audio?

Comments:

23.1 If the following were available, would you use them?

a. workshops to teach you to use a digital device

b. volunteers to come to your home to show you 

c. instruction manuals in accessible formats

d. new devices
e. online training

f.  telephone support / helpline

g. opportunity to borrow a device to try it out

23.2 Would you prefer a new device to be;

a. low cost with limited functions or higher cost with high functionality

b. portable or static

c. mainstream equipment or designed for blind and partially sighted people

d. compatible with your computer or stand alone
24. Have you had any experiences of not being able to access information because your service provider no longer produces audio information on tape?

Yes / No

If yes, please give details:

25. Do you have anything else to say about the change from analogue to digital audio?

Comments: 

Part 2 - Electronic Storage of information 

· As with the change from tapes to digital audio, other technologies are changing too, such as the kind of devices on which people receive electronic information

· The second part of this survey is about electronic storage media, and in particular about floppy disks  

· We are interested in how people receive electronic information and what people use floppy disks for

26. Do you receive information on floppy disk?

Yes/No: 

[if no, please go to question 30]
26.1 What information do you receive on floppy disk?

Comments: 

26.2 Who do you receive information on floppy disk from?

Comments: 

26.3 Why do you receive this information on floppy disk rather than in another format?

Comments: 
27. Can you receive information in other formats?

For example, USB, CD, email, web

Yes/No:

Please give details:

28. Do you use any devices which rely on the use of floppy disks?

(for example, a braille note taker)

Yes / No:

28.1 What devices?

Comments: 

28.2 What do you do with them? 

Comments: 

28.3 Could you do this any other way?

Comments: 

29. What could help you to move away from floppy disks?

For example, gadgets to help convert information, advice, training.  

Comments: 

30.  Would you be interested in taking part in other research with RNIB?

Yes / No

If yes, please leave your contact details here and state your preferred format and area of interest

Name:

Contact:

Preferred format:

Area of interest:

31. Are you a member of RNIB?

Yes / No: 

If No, are you aware of our membership services, and would you like any further information?
Thank you

Thank you for taking the time to answer these questions.  Your comments will help the industry to understand the experiences and concerns of users, which will help us to provide better services and support to you. 

This information will contribute to a study incorporating views of the mainstream industry, transcription industry and end users, which we are collating in parallel, to help support organisations and end users in making the transition to digital media.  Findings from these studies will be reported in industry publications.  
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