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Even though hardcore gamers may say 
they attribute much of  their love for 
the interactive pastime to thrilling visual 

graphics, those who have tried to play a video 
game in silence know that it’s not the same game 
anymore. While sound is an undeniably impor-
tant factor to the overall gaming experience, 
there has been relatively little actual research 
on it, according to Dr. Karen Collins, Canada 
Research Chair in Technology and Commu-
nication at the Canadian Centre of  Arts and 
Technology (CCAT).

Describing sound as the “underdog of  the 
multimedia world,” Collins, who is also a pro-
fessor at UW in the department of  drama and 
speech communication, believes there is great 
potential in studying our interactions with sound 
in a variety of  contexts.  One of  her on-going 
projects explores different ways of  generating 
real-time sound for video games and other 
interactive media.  

To demonstrate how having real-time sound 
could enhance the player experience, Collins 
illustrated with an example:  “Footstep sounds 
are ubiquitous and a now-expected stylistic trait 
of  most First Person Shooter games…with 
thousands of  footstep sounds required for a 
game, those that rely on unaltered sampled 
sound can expect to get short mileage out of  
those sounds.”

“By adjusting parameters of  the sound in 
real-time, however, we could show an increased 

weight in objects being carried, a change in 
mood, the health of  the player, and so on.”  
Herein lies the heart of  her research: unlike 
linear media forms such as cinema and televi-
sion, which are the same every time they are 
played back, interactive media changes and 
adapts according to the user.

“With interactive media, even if  the wider 
narrative is the same, the timings and the paths 
taken are always different,” explained Collins.  
“Playing a game, for instance, is never the 
same twice, even if  you’ve perfected most of  
the moves.” 

However, being able to generate real-time 
sound can be tricky.  “We need to know the 
extent to which a sound can be changed, so that 
when a sound is changed in real-time for the 
sake of  variability, the sound is not altered to 
the extent that the player keys in on the change 
and spends time searching for what created 
that change.”

To carry out her research practically, Collins 
collects data by “tagging” and testing sounds 
and small clips of  music through different 
means: “One way is using neural networks to 
look for patterns in music, and another way 

is to have people tag sounds with emotional 
keywords.”

These short “tagged” sound clips are then 
added to a large database that Collins has 
been compiling.  Teaming up with computer 
science researchers, Collins hopes to gener-
ate a search engine where people can find 
clips based on properties such as associated 
emotional tags or tempo.  

Collins’ collaboration with computer scien-
tists is only one example of  the interdisciplin-
ary work she does.  Together with psychology 
professor Mike Dixon and CCAT colleague 

Kevin Harrigan, whose area of  expertise is 
computer algorithms and mathematics, Col-
lins is exploring the ways in which sound in 
slot machines influence player behaviour.  
“We’re looking at how the machines convince 
you that you’re winning when you’re actually 
losing.  Sound plays a big role in this.”

But while her research projects make an 
excellent case for sound playing “a big role” 
in human-computer interactions whether it 
be gaming or gambling, Collins is also cog-
nozant that not everyone can hear sound.  
She is currently at work on developing a 

new interface system to represent “what is 
happening where” in terms of  sound effects.  
“My SoundSign deaf-gamer technology will 
hopefully get adopted in some games and 
help the hard of  hearing community to enjoy 
games as much as the rest of  us.”

Collins admitted that the technology is 
still “very new and awkward” but believes 
that there are many practical applications 
for generative audio.  She noted that these 
are “most obviously in video games, but 
also in terms of  music therapy, theme parks, 
and so on.”

In terms of  her gambling research, Collins 
said, the eventual aim is to impact public policy 
such that it reduce the amount of  gambling-
related addiction.

While her research is not all fun and games 
all the time, it is pretty darn close. Collins 
stated: “I get to meet all kinds of  interesting 
people, play video games on ‘company time’ 
and work on ideas that interest me. Know-
ing that what I do can impact the quality 
of  life some people experience is always 
rewarding. 

“Often research puts so much emphasis 
on extending our lives, but not so much on 
actually enjoying our lives.”

Game, Set, Sound
azchiang@imprint.uwaterloo.ca

It’s not easy being a butt Plug     
alomako@imprint.uwaterloo.ca

Last year, at Sue Johanson’s 
lecture at Laurier University, 
I saw the woman hesitate 

before changing topics. I was 
puzzled and intrigued, as she had 
been educating youth about sex for 
30-odd years. The words that came 
out of  her mouth next explained 
everything.

 “Alright, kids. I have to talk to 
you about anal sex. I don’t know 
why you like it so much, but appar-
ently you do, so let’s get one thing 
straight: anal play can be a high risk 
activity,” she said, or something to 
that effect. 

Of  course, the college crowd 
went wild with laughter…until she 
explained that anal sex could result 
in anal bleeding and a trip to the 
emergency room. Try explaining 
that one to your parents. “Um, 
mom, I don’t think OHIP covers 
bum damage…due to sex. Do you 
know if  our family health insurance 
does?”   

Anal sex has become surprisingly 
mainstream, taking punchlines in 
contemporary middle-life-crisis 
jokes by storm. However, a 2002 
survey shows that 34 per cent of  
men and 30 per cent of  women 
aged 15 to 44 reported engaging 
in anal sex at least once. As such, 
humour appears be to nothing more 
than an tool for dealing with an 

inevitable trend. The survey indicat-
ing these statistics was conducted 
by the National Survey of  Family 
Growth (NSFG) and involved a 
sample of  more than 12,000 men 
and women.

Before I move on, it’s a good 
time for a reminder that anal sex 
is legally limited to “husband and 
wife,” or “any two persons, each of  
whom is 18 years of  age or more,” in 
Canada. Otherwise, any individuals 
who commit the act of  anal inter-
course are “guilty of  an indictable 
offence and liable to imprisonment 
for a term not exceeding 10 years or 
is guilty of  an offence punishable 
on summary conviction,” according 
to the Criminal Code of  Canada, 
section 159. So choose wisely, es-
pecially since I spent my first year 
of  university being 17. Just sayin’, 
don’t let a little bit of  self-explora-
tion turn into a court offence.

Although anal sex is a frequent 
hobby of  an increasingly large fan 
base, few people are adequately 
informed to perform it safely. And 
I kid you not, your bum’s nature is 
more sensitive than you think, and it 
needs to be protected. For example, 
did you know that both anal inter-
course and analingus should be used 
with protection, like a condom for 
the first and a dental dam for the lat-
ter? Otherwise, the risk of  attaining 

STIs such as HIV or Hepatitis C runs 
high. This is because the lining of  
the anus is very delicate and does not 
produce as much natural lubrication 
as, say, a vagina or a mouth would. 
Consequently, lubricant is essential 
for anal play to be pleasurable and 
safe (FYI: oil-based lubrications 
are not compatible with condoms). 
Because the lining is sensitive, nails 
should be trimmed prior to having 
sex, and a disposable glove should be 
worn on top for extra caution.

Because there are a lot of  things 
that can go wrong, before having 
anal sex for the first time, do your 
homework!

Now, moving onto anal toys. 
Most local sex shops have a plethora 
of  these — you couldn’t throw a 
bottle of  lube without hitting a wall 
of  anal toys such as vibrators, anal 
beads, and prostate massagers. I feel 
it’s my job to make you aware these 
exist, but I urge you strongly to start 
small and slow when it comes to anal 
sex. Before you ask someone else to 
join you, experiment with yourself  
to know what you are and are not 
comfortable with. And most of  all, 
be gentle. You only get one bum in 
this lifetime, so you’d better take 
good care of  it. 

I have one more thing to add: I 
am so glad my grandmother can’t 
read English.

Often research puts so much emphasis on 
extending our lives, but not so much on actu-
ally enjoying our lives

““
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