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New media technologies can be used to de-mystify the com-
plex metrics used to describe noise impacts. For example,
community groups and local decision makers can address
noise management problems working with realistic noise ex-
amples, shaped to reflect local situations. Our experience
using such technologies to address a variety of noise issues in
different community settings has led us to a more fundamen-
tal problem. Not everyone is interested in improving commu-
nity understanding of noise issues – or even interested in ad-
dressing such problems. Decision-makers and supporting
professionals who are committed to having open exchange and
dialogue need to recognize this. The design of effective pro-
grams can also demand change in organizational practices.

It is possible to use new media technologies to provide com-
munity decision makers with realistic acoustic simulations of
the consequences of different noise management actions. The
availability of low cost, easy to use planning technologies
empowers community groups. It permits them to self-evaluate
“What if?” questions and experience the answers. As the tech-
nologies become increasingly accessible, there is a potential for
shifting the power balance between technologists, noise pro-
ducers and communities. The following discussion relates how
new media has been applied to noise management issues and
describes the diverse reactions of noise producers, real estate
sales interests and community groups.

Delivery Strategies
The Interactive Sound Information System (ISIS) developed

by the author, is constructed around the proposition that the
best way to communicate information about noise impact is to
use real sound examples. Community decision-makers are not
noise specialists and framing noise management problems in
ways that can be directly experienced provides real benefits.
Some of the most effective and well received applications of
the ISIS technology have been dramatizations of the acoustic
implications of competing noise management strategies.

Those of us who work with community noise issues are quite
accepting of ideas or technologies that can improve communi-
cation. Much of the success of the ISIS package is a reflection
of the professional commitment of engineers and planners to
improve their dialogue with their constituencies. We are proud
of our work and we want people to understand. We believe that
informed decisions will be better decisions. However, this com-
mitment to the direct sharing of information is not universal.
It may not even be the dominant point of view, as personal
experience and some structured studies will demonstrate.

When the ISIS approach to presentation of noise information
was in its earliest development stage, its potential for present-
ing vivid acoustical portraits emerged as a ‘problem.’ Residents
of some southern California communities were organizing op-
position to a proposed high-speed rail line. I had obtained
recordings of the Japanese Shinkansen and the French TGV and
worked out a strategy for playing the recordings at levels match-
ing positions marked on a map. The project’s proponents could
demonstrate this at public meetings. Initially, the sponsors
were quite interested in my proposal, but when they hired a
new public relations advisor, they lost their enthusiasm. The
new public relations strategy was to emphasize positives – the
speed of travel and the economic benefits. One axiom of Pub-

lic Relations is to not dwell on problematic issues. Under the
new program the provision of noise information was not a pri-
ority or even appropriate for discussion.

The idea of presenting noise examples as a means of explain-
ing noise metrics has been quite actively resisted. In opposing
the use of the ISIS package as an aid to testimony in litigation
related to a ban on Stage II aircraft, one attorney stated:

Tables of numbers describing noise impacts are acceptable,
but it is not acceptable to listen to the sounds themselves, as
that involves “the dangers that are concomitant with computer
generated evidence’s dramatic power to unduly influence . . .”2

We agree with the idea that the direct experiencing of a noise
event provides a wholly different experience than seeing a
number describing the event. Direct experience is visceral, and
a loud sound can be quite jarring, but these sensations are part
of the experience. Hearing the sounds can be more informative
than reading a table of numbers describing the events.

A person committed to increasing understanding of commu-
nity noise issues should give careful attention to the forces that
work in the opposite direction. There is a growing literature
on “Risk Communication” that provides some interesting struc-
tures for addressing such issues. Before examining this litera-
ture, it is useful to provide a description of the ISIS package
and some of its effective applications.

The Interactive Sound Information System
The Interactive Sound Information System (ISIS) is an estab-

lished, computer based package for presenting information
about noise in the environment. The current release is based
on technology that has been under development since 1988.
Like earlier versions, the present version of the ISIS package
makes use of real noises, recorded digitally and played at pre-
cisely controlled volume levels. This enables people to listen
to sounds such as aircraft flyovers at different locations, or
move from outdoors to indoors and evaluate the effectiveness
of differing noise mitigation strategies.

The system was designed to communicate noise information
to non-specialists. With its interactive design and integration
with sound analysis technology the system can be used to re-
spond to the question that is so central in addressing commu-
nity concerns about noise – “What is this going to sound like
at my house?” The interactive nature of the program makes it
possible to test “What if?” situations and respond to specific
questions.

Agencies use ISIS for staff training. One of its most impor-
tant applications has proved to be providing decision-makers
with clear information about the acoustical consequences of
project alternatives. Programs can be customized to reflect
specific noise management issues.

The latest version of the ISIS package makes use of the mul-
tiple advanced audio and graphic technologies. The sounds are
digital and the software includes a digital equalizer to adjust
frequency levels. Graphics include virtual reality animations
and compatibility with standard Geographic Information Sys-
tems. The user interface is uncomplicated and modeled on
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[The] ISIS noise measurement is a highly subjective, in-
deed visceral, presentation that would not be relevant . . .
keeping in mind that single event noise levels for every jet
aircraft type are recorded and published by the FAA, and
that single event noise levels are not the issue in any event,
the spectacle of reconfiguring the courtroom to accommo-
date this presentation is particularly jarring.1
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conventional web page interactivity.
The complete program set has more than 20 separate inter-

active sequences, which can be selectively chosen and orga-
nized to fit the needs of a specific presentation.

The training features of the ISIS package deliver information
about the nature of sound, its measurement and the features
of noise management programs. The training components step
though a progression of descriptive illustrations and acoustic
experiences that demonstrate basics such as decibel levels and
decibel addition, A and C weighting. The program builds to a
consideration of alternate noise metrics such as SEL, LEQ and
Time Above. Then the program moves to illustrate how indi-
vidual sound events are accumulated into 24 hour measure-
ments such as DNL. Figure 1 shows a screen capture of this
feature. All of the sound sources can be heard and changing
the counts of day and night noise events changes the DNL to-
tals. The program also includes a “Library of Sounds,” which
represents an extensive collection of environmental sounds.
Many of these sound events include animations such as those
illustrated in Figure 2.

A major strength of the system is its flexibility. All of the
sounds, graphics, text and animation moves that are seen in
the program are specified in a standard database. This has
enabled us to create focused presentations that treat specific
community issues at specific locations. Figure 3 shows a
graphic taken from an acoustical illustration of how moving an
airport taxiway might impact classroom instruction in a neigh-
boring military training center. Figure 4 illustrates how an air-
plane would sound flying over a specific site. While the two

scenes look different, sound different and are in different lan-
guages, the underlying program code is the same. All that has
been done is to change the sounds, graphics, text and anima-
tion effects in the ISIS data base.

The literature on communication of risk and hazard infor-
mation offers an interesting conceptual framework that can be
applied to “noise communication.” This literature concerns or-
ganizations dealing with dangerous materials and what they
say to workers and neighbors who are placed at risk. In addi-
tion to listing the conventional options for communication
(news media, community meetings, etc.), they consider the cor-
porate/organizational setting. They say that, “those who are
communicating risk must first reach this internal audience.”3

They raise the question of whether there is an institutional
commitment to open dialogue with impacted persons, or hos-
tility and rigidity.

Within the world of environmental noise communication
there are greatly differing levels of institutional commitment
to the disclosure of noise information. Much of my informa-
tion is necessarily anecdotal but there are some excellent ex-
amples illustrating the differences among organizations to open
communication of noise issues.

I recounted the rise and fall of interest in communicating
information about the acoustic consequences of a high speed
train proposal. Less anecdotal, but conforming evidence comes
from a study of the attitudinal differences among potential

Figure 1. 24 hour noise addition.

Figure 2. Flyover animation.

Figure 3. Instruction speech recognition.

Figure 4. Sound level at selected location.
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noise communicators at U.S. Air Force installations. We sent
a prototype of an ISIS presentation to a cross-section of base
noise officers, which was followed up with phone interviews.
Opinions were polar. The split was about 50-50, with half the
noise officers welcoming the noise communication technology
and the others worrying about its potential for causing trouble.
Again, the objective of the latter group was to steer away from
the problematic issues and not provide fodder for complain-
ants.

A scattering of cities require sellers of real estate to disclose
noise exposure problems to buyers. Even with this requirement
in place the responses are mixed. A study of 660 sales agree-
ments for properties near the Oceana Naval Air Station in Vir-
ginia showed that in 41% of the cases reviewed, sales agents
had understated the true level of noise exposure in the pur-
chaser disclosures. The state of Arizona requires airport noise
disclosure in real estate sales but again, there appears to be a
variety of local responses. Inspection of several web sites de-
signed to ‘disclose’ information shows both clearly structured
and informative sites and sites with maps that are illegible.4

Cities near San Francisco International Airport were urged to
pass local real estate disclosure requirements. Half of the im-
pacted cities did so and half did not.

There are numerous examples where proposals to require
real estate noise disclosure have failed because of widespread
opposition.5 The authors of a recent study on noise compat-
ibility regulations were baffled that such an effective and in-
expensive means of addressing noise problems was being used
by only 8% of U.S. airports.6

Clearly, not everyone agrees that noise management informa-
tion should be readily available and clearly communicated.
Surveying the attitudes of cities, air force noise officers and real
estate agents, it appears that roughly half of potential noise
communicators are supportive of such efforts.

The Australian government’s emphatic effort to make noise
information ‘transparent’ is particularly remarkable in light of
the less than whole-hearted support given noise disclosure
efforts in so many other places. It is interesting that the mo-
tive force behind the Australian effort came out of the failure
to properly inform the affected community of the impacts of
runway expansion at Sydney’s airport. Non-disclosure proved
to have a heavy political cost.7

Encouraging a frank and open disclosure of noise informa-
tion is somewhat like promoting a curative medicine with a
taste some people find unpleasant.

Recognizing the Problem
There are two lessons that can be drawn from this insight.

One has to do with the recognition that there is widespread
institutional resistance to open communication of noise infor-
mation. The second has to do with selecting strategies for eas-
ing the resistance.

Organizations that work with community groups find it ad-
vantageous to present themselves as being honest and forth-
coming. Our experience suggests that there are limits to this
commitment. A noise specialist working in the service of any
large-scale organization would be advised to pay careful atten-
tion to how information is moved from insiders to those out-
side of the organization, and not only noise information. One
very useful strategy used by management consultants is to ex-
amine how any bit of information makes its way through an
organizational structure.8 How much leeway and initiative is
given to lower level staff, or do all actions require review and
approval by layers of higher authority? Another analytic test
is the “sally forth” strategy – initiate some modest effort to pro-
vide broader access to noise information and watch what hap-
pens.

Improving Communication
When it comes to improving on opportunities for more open

communication of noise information, there are a number of
options. First, there is likely a diversity of opinion within any

organization about the value of disclosure. There will be people
who support this point of view. Analysts who have studied the
way that organizations adapt to new technologies speak of the
need for a ‘Champion.’9 Certainly, our best ISIS success stories
involve situations where we have had strong support from well-
placed people within the client organization. Find allies within
the organization who are committed to improved communica-
tion. Make alliances.

Caron Chess, Director of Rutgers University’s Center for En-
vironmental Communication, has suggested ways of dealing
with management officials who feel threatened by open disclo-
sure.10 She describes the characteristics of successful institu-
tional settings for open communication as follows.

There are upward flows of information within the organiza-
tional structure.
Everyone is involved in communication, not just the public
affairs staff.
There are numerous ways for the community to get informa-
tion about the organization’s activities.
Some of the same strategies that are useful for dealing with

a hostile audience can be useful in dealing with resistance
within organizations. Strategies have to do with appreciating
the sources of concerns and responding to them. Resistance is
a mix of practical concerns (such as legal liability, prior nega-
tive experience) and subjective issues (such as fear and apa-
thy). Promotion of organizational support involves addressing
both the practical concerns and the subjective worries about
noise exposures.

Also, it is appropriate to note that the promotion of institu-
tional change involves not only the promotion of the desired
activity, but also pointing out the problems inherent in alter-
nate behavior. The public furor that took place in Australia over
noise mis-communications is a notable example. While it might
be uncomfortable to supply potentially disturbing information,
not doing so can lead to greater problems.

Conclusion
The resolution of community noise problems requires not

only accurate data about noise impacts, but also an effective
means of exchanging information. The Interactive Sound In-
formation System (ISIS) is representative of the ways “new
media” technologies can be used to de-mystify the complex
metrics used to describe noise impacts. The availability of such
technologies, however,  is only one part of the solution. It also
requires community leaders, decision-makers and supporting
professionals who are committed to open exchange and dia-
logue.
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