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SOUNDWALKING
Frauke Behrendt

Introduction
Soundwalks offer an intriguing combination of simplicity and complexity. By focussing on the
simple act of walking and listening, soundwalks create the potential for opening our ears, bodies
and minds to the sounds within us, around us and the soundscape of the world. Soundwalks are
a mobile listening experience and provide a shift in attention that can change how we attend
to the world. On many soundwalks I participated in or on those I guided myself, I experienced
how this simple practice can have a profound impact on those who soundwalk.
Westerkamp’s seminal text on soundwalking (first published in 1974, revised in 2001) defines
soundwalks as “any excursion whose main purpose is listening to the environment” (Westerkamp
2001). In a later article, she reflects on soundwalking in the context of our media-saturated lives:
This simple activity of walking, listening and soundmaking, invariably has the effect
of not only re-grounding people in their community but also inspiring them about it,
about creating a more balanced life between the global attraction of the computer and
the local contact and touch with live human beings and reality.
(Westerkamp 2011: 12)
Westerkamp’s practice comprises soundwalks with audio recording but also unmediated
soundwalks “an exploration of our ear/environment relationship, unmediated by microphones,
headphones and recording equipment”.The relationship between walking, listening, soundscape,
and media is at the heart of debates and practices around soundwalks.
With Schafer and Truax, Westerkamp was part of the 1960s-founded World Soundscape
Project. The project and its key figures are widely credited and cited as the “inventors” of
soundwalks, as part of their considerations of soundscapes and acoustic ecology. McCartney gives
a good overview of soundwalking in the tradition and context of acoustic ecology (McCartney
2004). Schafer and Truax’s well-used online handbook defines soundwalks as “a form of active
participation in the soundscape” with the purpose of “encourag[ing] the participant to listen
discriminatively, and moreover, to make critical judgments about the sounds heard and their
contribution to the balance or imbalance of the sonic environment” (Schafer and Truax, n.d.).
For Truax, soundwalks are “the most direct aural involvement possible with a soundscape” and “a
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good practice to open one’s ears” (Truax 2012: 196). Schafer differentiates between soundwalks
and listening walks: “A listening walk” features “concentration on listening” while a “soundwalk
is an exploration of the soundscape of an area using a score [a map] as a guide” (Schafer 1994:
212–213), that is, a pre-planned, or composed activity.
Westerkamp, Schafer, Truax, and other colleagues at the World Soundscape Project audio
often recorded their soundwalks. Truax argues for soundwalks without mobile recording
technologies: “Soundwalking is best done with the only intent being listening, without the
distraction of operating a recorder.” However, this practice is then followed up with soundwalks
that feature mobile recording technologies – “[a]fter various soundwalks have been completed,
the listener can make a more informed choice about recording, along with what is the best
way to represent the soundscape through recording”, and then post-production – “[l]ater in the
studio, the question as to what is a reasonable representation of the soundscape can be judged
based on that experience” (Truax 2012: 196).
McCartney’s (2014) research is key for the intersection of soundwalking and sound
recording, as well as for considerations of artistic approaches to soundwalking and working with
soundwalk material in the artistic and musical context (for example installations). McCartney’s
definition is: “[a] soundwalk is an exploration of a location through walking, in which listening
becomes the primary mode of attention” (McCartney 2012).
Walking is a key element of soundwalks. Chapman (2013) draws out connections between
mobility studies and soundscape studies, with the former focussing on movement more
generally, and the latter specifically on walking, and specifically soundwalks. Both mobility
studies and soundwalks use movement as conceptual tool. Soundwalking “stipulates a consistent re-localisation of our listening perspective as paramount to coming to terms with the
sonic character of an environment” (Chapman 2013). Listening in relation to other modes
of mobility than walking is an area that has attracted far less attention than walking, but
there is some artistic and research engagement with other forms of mobility such as cycling
(McCartney 2004) and driving. Listening is of course not restricted to walking, and this mode
can be replaced or supplemented with other forms of human mobility, such as wheeling or
cycling. These mobile listening activities are then sometimes called sound rides. The focus
on walking raises issues around accessibility and diversity (McCartney 2014), as our acoustic
environment is experienced through a range of mobilities, and their associated politics of
mobilities.
Almost all research published on soundwalks is from Western researchers, artists and
institutions, which is reflected in the approach in terms of the cultural, social, political, and
economic context. Most publications on soundwalking are from Canada, France, the UK,
and Germany. This chapter only considers publications in English. In the mid-to-late 2000s,
publications considering soundwalks started to appear in a range of fields, largely with a
view to developing or using it as a qualitative research method, often in conjunction with
other methods or tools. Alongside publications in the area of soundscape research where
soundwalking was traditionally discussed (for example Journal of Soundscape Ecology), these
include cultural geography (Butler 2006), urban planning (Adams et al. 2008), social
science (Hall, Lashua, and Coffey 2008), and feminist theory (Mohr 2007). The early 2010s,
with the emergence of a more robust field of sound studies and associated journals, saw
considerations of recording and listening in relation to soundwalking (Reyes 2012) and also
publications with a more media and/or computing approach (Paquette and McCartney 2012;
Altavilla and Tanaka 2012). In addition to this well-known Western tradition of soundwalking,
there are other histories and practices of soundwalking that emerged in other locations and
at other times (see McCartney 2014).
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A media-inclusive definition of soundwalking
Soundwalks combine a specific form of human mobility – walking – with a specific way of
sensory attention – listening, and do so in a variety of ways and with a range of purposes, while
often featuring elements of talking, silence, and media. This definition proposed here is wide,
including mobile listening practices where walkers wear headphones to listen to or engage with
sound from media devices in addition to listening to their soundscape. Soundwalking can be
understood as research and practice that is not about sound but in sound, as well as not about
walking but in walking. Soundwalking is a spatio-temporal, embodied, situated, multi-sensory
and mobile practice. Soundwalks are used across a wide range of academic disciplines as well as
artistic/creative practices, including as method, tool, and methodology. The concept and history
of soundwalks is closely related to the soundscape concept, the history of acoustic ecology
and considerations of listening. Over time, soundwalks have been considered and used by an
increasing range of research and practice fields, including sound art, media studies, sound studies,
urban planning, social science.
While the key components of a soundwalk are listening to sounds and being mobile by
walking, there is great variety when it comes to the detail of these components such as the
location, length, and route of the walk, as well as the sounds focussed on, the group size of the
listeners, the ration of walking and being stationary, the use of media for recording or playing
back sound, the amount of talking, and of course the aim of the soundwalk.
As this chapter will show, there is a range of elements that feature in soundwalks in various
combinations, often describing a range of options. On the one hand, soundwalks often feature
silent elements, if not the entire walk is conducted in silence. On the other hand, reflective
discussion is often a key part of soundwalks, in between silent elements or at the end of a
silent walk. Interestingly, discussions around social and class aspects of “noise” and “silence”
(Bijsterveld 2008) are not always considered in discussion around soundwalking. There is a
distinction between soundwalking as an expert practice – for examples as research method
or as artistic practice – and a more democratic understanding of soundwalking as something
everyone can do, a more participatory, non-expert approach. Soundwalks can be understood as
individual practice or as group experience. Audio recording can be a key aspect of soundwalks
or not feature at all. A soundwalk can be an end in itself or a means for something else. It can be
artistic and creative or used as a research method to measure experience. Soundwalks can take
place in busy urban environments or in remote landscapes. Those on a soundwalk could wear
headphones (listening to their own audio recordings or to other audio) or not. They could add
sounds to the soundscape in real-time through talking or with instruments, or aim to minimise
their own sounds. Soundwalks can have a pre-described route or an improvised one. They can
be one-off events or repeated activities, at the same time of the day/week/year or with variation.
This chapter considers the educational and pedagogical aspects of soundwalks, soundwalks as
method for urban planning as well as the artistic and qualitative aspects of soundwalks, followed
by a conclusion.

Educational soundwalks
The educational and pedagogic aspects of soundwalks are present in all practices and discussion
around it. In addition, there are specific considerations of the various pedagogical purposes of
soundwalks.Tinkle considers soundwalking to be part of sound pedagogy (Tinkle 2015), Dietze
(2000) discusses projects with school students, and Butler (2007) provides an early consideration
of the use of locative audio for teaching. Reyes (2012) discusses the use of soundwalks with sound
251
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recording as educational practice, where students walk with headphones and microphones and
listen to the sound recorded by a microphone in real-time.The EARS 2 (2016) project provides
very useful and accessible instructions and teaching material for soundwalking, aimed at a
secondary school teachers and students as audience, but with wider use for all those considering
to use soundwalks in their teaching.

Urban planning and soundwalks
Semidor wrote one of the first detailed accounts on using soundwalking for architecture and
urban planning, is widely cited, and has remained active in this area, for example through
the COST Action TD0804 Soundscapes of European Cities and Landscapes. Semidor’s
(2006) method is an autoethnographic approach to soundwalking where the researcher is the
soundwalker that also records the walk with (binaural) field audio recordings, photographs, and
fieldnotes (Semidor 2006). Many studies have been influenced by her method for soundwalking
in the context of architecture and urban design.
Soundwalks can be used for “evaluating urban soundscapes” (Jeon, Hong, and Lee 2013).
Jeon, Hong and Lee provide a good overview of soundwalks in the context of other methods
for evaluating soundscapes. They propose the method “individual soundwalk” where individual
experts walk in a specified area with a start and end point (but no prescribed route); they are
equipped with an annotated map indicating “major soundscape elements”, select their own
stopping points for evaluating their soundscape with a questionnaire, and spend one hour for
their walk (Jeon, Hong, and Lee 2013). Their paper concludes that “the individual soundwalk
procedure has advantages for measuring diverse subjective responses and for obtaining the
perceived elements of the urban soundscape” (Jeon, Hong, and Lee 2013).
Augoyard’s “Qualitative listening in motion” method uses walking, environmental recordings,
and interviews along a route chosen by the interviewee: “The interviewee picks up sounds with
the microphone on the extension arm and comments to the interviewer on what he or she is
listening to and recording” (Uimonen 2011: 258).
Soundwalking is an important aspect of “demonstrating the importance of individual
experience in assessing the soundscapes of urban environments” to move beyond noise abatement
and towards a more complex understanding of urban soundscapes and associated design and
policies (Adams et al. 2006: 2385). Building on this, the research team on the Positive Soundscapes Project developed soundwalking as a sociological method and as a tool that could be used
in urban planning and associated disciplines (M.D. Adams et al. 2008).This research team reports
detailed results of their mixed-method approach including “structured soundwalks” and explain
how soundwalks can be used at various stages of the research process (M.D. Adams, Davies, and
Bruce 2009). They also produced a report for a UK government agency (DEFRA) that lists
soundwalks as one of the methods for soundscape assessments (Payne, Davies, and Adams 2009)
and this report also includes an extensive literature review. Adams et al. give an overview of
using the soundwalk as methodology for researchers and participants: “Some have employed it
as a means through which the researcher immerses themselves into the urban soundscape while
others have used it as a way of engaging others into the practice of listening to and describing
the city” (Adams et al. 2008: 2).
Adams and his colleagues use soundwalking as evaluative method and understand this as
“active form of participation in the soundscape, the essential purpose of which is to encourage participants to listen discriminately and to make critical judgments about the sounds
heard and their contribution to the balance or imbalance of the sonic environment” (Adams
et al. 2008: 4). Their own method involves walking a specific route (featuring a range of
252

Downloaded By: 10.3.98.93 At: 18:19 19 Jan 2019; For: 9781315722191, ch24, 10.4324/9781315722191-28

Soundwalking

urban features) in silence, with stops in each of the “typical” locations (such as a square) where
a semi-structured interview are used to discuss questions about the locations and their sounds
(Adams et al. 2008: 5). This is used in conjunction with pre- and post-soundwalk questions. The
researchers argue this method makes it “possible for the researchers and the participants to have a
shared sensory experience of the urban environments under investigation, thus enabling a deeper
and more meaningful semi-structured interview to take place” (Adams et al. 2008: 6). The combination of walking and focussed listening “was significant in enabling a more far-reaching exploration of the responses made about spatiality and the relationship between the built environment,
the urban infrastructure, the design of the city, and its soundscapes” (Adams et al. 2008: 6).
Several methods work with soundwalking methods that include talking while walking and
listening where “participants were allowed to communicate with each other thus interacting
with and adding to the soundscape”, facilitating a real-time soundscape evaluation “rather than
reflecting upon a memory of it in a post-walk interview” (Payne, Davies, and Adams 2009:
41). Thibaud and colleagues developed a recording-based soundwalking method called “Commented City Walks” that aims to “gain access to the in situ sensory experience of passers-by”
(Thibaud 2013). Participants walk and listen while also describing their experience orally in
real-time (recorded). This concept (and detailed research protocol) is based on three key aspects:
studying perception in-situ, working with the close link between perception and motion, as well
as using the sensory perception in-situ as trigger for verbalization.

Soundwalks as qualitative and artistic method
In addition to the context of urban planning, soundwalking is also used as qualitative research
method in various ways. Hall et al. (2008) give a good overview of a range of approaches that use
sound and walking and are relevant for social science research.These are discussed as alternatives
to qualitative interviews, with a focus on walking-talking approaches such as the go-along or
the mobile interview, while their “walking tours” method draws on soundwalks and interviews
(Hall, Lashua, and Coffey 2008). Davies et al. (2013) give a detailed account of using soundwalks
in conjunction with interviews as research method.
Soundwalks are an important method and methodology for qualitative research across disciplines and “the potential of this medium to create flowing, multi-sensory and embodied ways
for social and cultural geographers to research the outside environment” (Butler 2006: 889)
is increasingly recognised by researchers. Butler observes that soundwalks are also “useful for
presenting site-specific cultural geography to the public in an accessible and inclusive way”
(Butler 2006: 889). McCartney suggests that “[s]oundwalks followed by conversations about the
walks provide a way for people to think through the cultural, musical, political, sonic and social
meanings of everyday sounds in particular places” (2012: 2). O’Keeffe’s work provides a detailed
account of using a combination of mobile sound methods, including autoethnographic and
participant soundwalks (O’Keeffe 2015). Mohr (2007) discusses soundwalks as part of the artistic
process from a dance/choreography perspective on the listening body.
Uimonen describes a combination of soundwalks and qualitative interviews and/or postwalk surveys. He proposes the method “recorded listening walk” that “encompasses not only
the recording of sounds, but also editing and discussion” (Uimonen 2011: 256).The focus is not
on the recording as product but “the act of recording itself: listening to environmental sounds
and documenting the thoughts they evoke” (Uimonen 2011: 257). Uimonen discusses the use
of media technologies and how they construct electroacoustic communities, for example by
combining soundwalks, recordings and the Internet and/or online/GPS mapping technologies.
These are often soundscape projects that involve some soundwalking and they tend to be
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more “inclusive” in terms of understanding a range of media and online technologies as part
of them.
Drever (2008) discusses the use of soundwalking for artists and creative ends as well as for
social science research. He gives a musical-artistic approach to soundwalks (and towards considering their routes) as “a subtle, transformative, personal, sensitive practice, whilst simultaneously
being a highly social analytical sound audit and ritualistic auditory experience” (Drever 2008).
He discusses the support – “[t]he group also provides support for one another, helping maintain
the discipline of focused listening” – and performance aspects of the group element of soundwalking: “[t]here is of course a strong performance aspect to a group of silent people walking
down a street slowly in a crocodile” (Drever 2008). Drever also stresses the importance of the
leader in taking away practical and safety concerns (for example around the route) to facilitate
listening focus: “The role of the leader here is fundamental, taking on all the daily concerns of
timekeeping and navigation, leaving the walkers the erstwhile unprecedented luxury of focusing
on listening” (Drever 2008). This is confirmed by McCartney: “[t]he work of the soundwalk
leader is crucial in designing structures for activities, suggesting listening strategies, and leading
discussions” (McCartney 2012).
Butler combines a sound art and cultural geography perspective to consider soundwalking. He discusses a range of artistic examples, including Cardiff ’s work and more commercial
examples such as soundwalk.com. Butler has a wide understanding of soundwalks and discusses
a range of media in relation to and as part of soundwalking, contributing a useful discussion
around engagement with the public and memories through soundwalks (Butler 2006).
The artist Janet Cardiff uses the term “audio walk” rather than soundwalk. Other common
terms for audio walks are audio trails, sound trails, and some also include audio guides and sound
guides. McCartney states that “audio walks share with soundwalks their emphasis on sonic experiences of particular places, but there are some significant differences in concepualization and
practice” (McCartney 2014: 228). However, the wide definition of soundwalks proposed in this
chapter (see introduction) also includes media-rich forms of soundwalks such as Cardiff ’s audio
walks (see Batista and Lesky 2015; Nedelkopoulou 2011). This means soundwalking includes
listening to “added” sounds (also those activated through GPS, for example Rueb’s work, see
Rueb) and listening to things that are not usually in the range of human auditory perception,
such as Kubisch’s “Electrical Walks” where the audience listens to the sound of electromagnetic
fields of their surroundings (Kubisch 2016).
This wider definition embraces a range of media engagement as part of soundwalking to
move beyond the distinction McCartney makes in terms of how people pay attention to their
soundscape in relation to media (McCartney 2014: 229). This chapter argues that listening to
additional audio (for example via headphones) does not prevent engagement with the current
soundscape around the listener, as is often argued. Hearing these “added” sounds can in fact lead
to listening to and engagement with the “existing” soundscape (Behrendt 2012).
Butler introduces the term “memoryscapes” for “outdoor trails that use recorded sound and
spoken memory played on a personal stereo or mobile media to experience places in new
ways” (Butler 2007). This focus on memories of the past in sound and audio walks is shared
by Schine who “explores how the production of memory and act of remembering are evoked
during the process of memory walks (or soundwalks) as a way of understanding and engaging
with the world” (Schine 2016), drawing on interesting research on walking and memory recall.
This chapter’s wide definition of soundwalks also includes these more narrative and memory/
history-related forms of media-rich walks.
Akio Suzuki uses offline media for his series “Oto-date” soundwalks where the artist leaves
ear/feet-shaped stencils on the ground around town to mark a listening route for the audience
254
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(Lacey 2016). At the other end of the spectrum in terms of media are soundwalks that are
entirely online and do not require “traditional” walking. Ferrington (2002) gives an overview
of early online soundwalks and a more recent discussion of online soundmaps (Mechtley, Cook,
and Spanias 2013) also considers soundwalks. In addition to these web-based soundwalks, there
are also discussions of virtual reality soundwalks (Signorelli 2013, 2014), and discussions of
sound in relation to walking in computer games (Collins 2013). In these instances, the walking
is not done by the physical body of the participant, but by a virtual body or avatar. This might
stretch the definition of the soundwalk in terms of the “walking” but is still part of the broad
understanding of the practice proposed in this chapter.

Conclusion
The wide range of soundwalking practices and discussions presented throughout the chapter
show how soundwalks are used in a wide range of academic and artistic ways. Pedagogical and
educational aspects of soundwalks are at the heart of the practice and help to spread the word
about them further. Urban planning is an example of how the practice of soundwalking has
been used as a more formal method or tool in the context of planning, design and policy. The
qualitative and artistic aspects of soundwalks illustrate the diversity of creative and academic
practices around soundwalking.
Soundwalks are also used and discussed in the context of health (Nazemi et al. 2013). The
pace of relaxed walking is deemed important in terms of its relation to the heartbeat (McCartney
2014: 213). The slow pace of a soundwalk and the attention to the body and the environment
that is fostered by walking and listening also lends itself to understanding soundwalking as a
mindful activity with health and wellbeing implications. Here, we return to Westerkamp who
observes “[t]o walk in a group without talking is a rare opportunity in this day and age where
few of us engage in spiritual worship and meditation” (Westerkamp 2011: 13). The context of
health and wellbeing is important for the future research agenda of soundwalking.
This chapter proposed a broad understanding of “soundwalks”, both in terms of the “sound”
and in terms of the “walking” that could both include media-aspects.This points towards a focus
on media for a future “soundwalking” research agenda. This could include further explorations
of soundwalking in relation to computer games, virtual reality, locative games, augmented reality
etc. The broad understanding of soundwalking proposed in this chapter highlights the intersection of listening, walking and media. The constantly evolving world of media media informs,
shapes and changes our practices and experiences of walking, listening and interaction with
soundscapes. For soundwalks, it is the interplay between media, walking and listening that opens
our ears, bodies and minds to the sounds within us, around us, and the soundscape of the world.
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