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Digital Recorders
Are you still back in the dark ages – dictating 

on those old, flimsy cassette tapes? Perhaps it’s 
time to enter the 21st century and start talking to 
a digital voice recorder. Advances in technology 
have dramatically improved the quality and us-
ability of digital hand-held devices, while adding 
a host of new productivity features. The new, im-
proved digital recorders are significantly smaller 
and offer a substantial increase in recording time 
and recording quality. Users indicate that the tech-
nology is convenient and easy to use. 

Features of Digital Recorders

You can record and store dictation as a mes-
sage or file that is saved in a folder on the recorder. 
Examples of recording features include the ability 
to insert and/or overwrite a previously recorded 
message, divide and combine recordings, flag an 
important part of a recording with a mark point, 
and automatically starting the recording when 
sound is detected.

Playback allows you to listen to your audio 
files through the built-in speaker or headphones. 
Examples of playback features include the ability 
to adjust playback speed by adjusting the digital 
pitch control, easy playback fast forward and re-
wind, continuous playback, and playback repeat. 
Some models even let you set an alarm to play 
back a message at a desired time.

Digital voice recorders offer better recording 
quality than cassette tapes. They have a higher 
signal-to-noise ratio, which means there is less 
noise. This high signal-to-noise ratio also means 
less hiss and static, with clear-sounding audio. 
Over time, a cassette tape’s magnetic particles 
lose their charge, causing the quality of the origi-
nal recording to deteriorate. With a digital voice 

recorder, the quality of the recording is not af-
fected by time, frequency of play, and/or the 
number of times the file is copied.

Digital voice recorders offer a wide range of 
features for greater functionality and efficiency. 
Enhanced features include the ability to save 
hundreds of recordings as files in folders on 
the recorder, similar to the way files are stored 
on your computer. In addition, most digital re-
corders store audio on a random access memory 
circuit, which allows you to cue any part of the 
recording instantly.

While there are many variations of storage 
depending on the manufacturer and model, most 
units use removable memory cards and allow for 
storage capabilities of 512MB or greater. The 
length of recording time varies depending on the 
“Record Mode” selected. The typical 128MB 
card, for example, will record 45 hours in long 
play, 21 hours in standard play, and 9 hours in 
the high-quality mode. If you are recording in 
the high-quality or stereo mode, the recording 
will be clearer (better quality), but the file will 
take up more space.

The most important feature of digital record-
ing is the ability to connect to your PC via a 
docking station or USB cable to download your 
files to the computer. The files can be stored and 
edited with the editor software provided with 
the unit. Simply put, it is easier to manage au-
dio files via the computer than to keep the files 
on numerous cassette tapes. These software pro-
grams vary, but most feature the ability to e-mail 
files, file encryption, and file transcription. Some 
models integrate with Dragon Naturally Speak-
ing and allow you to transcribe your recorded 
files with a speech recognition system.
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If you are thinking about buying a digital recorder, it is 
important to consider a professional model rather than a con-
sumer model.  Professional models typically use removable 
media and allow for greater storage through larger memory 
cards. Memory cards allow you to have a file downloaded 
and transcribed quickly and easily by simply handing the me-
dia card to the person who will be doing the transcription. 
Professional recorders also include such features as the abil-
ity to assign an author ID and work type, insert audio into an 
existing recording, and write-protect a recording.

What to Look For

The first feature to consider when shopping for a digi-
tal voice recorder is the amount of recording time needed. 
Most manufacturers advertise the maximum recording time 
as the long play mode, which may not render the quality of 
recording you desire. Most devices used for dictation are re-
corded in standard play mode. However, if you want to use 
the recorder for a meeting, interview, or conference, or use 
it to record music, you will need a recorder that offers high-
quality or stereo recording. The quality of the built-in micro-
phone also determines how well the recorder will perform. 
A good built-in stereo microphone enables recording of both 
sides of a conversation with equal clarity, which is ideal for 
interviews.

The next item to consider is the type of storage you want 
– built-in or removable.  Built-in memory limits the record-
ing time to a fixed amount, while removable media allows 
you to remove and replace the card with a larger card for 
greater storage. Removable storage also allows you to work 
with more than one card for greater flexibility.

When looking at connectivity with your computer, you 
will see that some units come with a cradle (docking station) 
for quick downloads. The cradle often acts as a recharging 
station as well. Other recorders connect via a USB cable or 
direct USB plug. This is a great option for those on the go 
with a laptop.

The software that is included with the recorder is also 
important, since it controls what you are able to do with the 
recorded files once they are downloaded to the computer. 
Features vary, but all software that is packaged with most 
recorders allows you to play, edit, and convert files to other 
formats if needed. 

When considering the basic operation of the recorder de-
vice, look at “push button” versus “thumb slide switch” to 
record, play, fast forward, rewind, and cue. This is basically 
a preference issue, but those using the recorder for extensive 
dictation will find the slide switch much easier and faster to 
use. Also consider the size. Many of the new compact models 
will fit in the palm of your hand.  However, some of these 

recorders can be difficult to operate because the buttons are 
too small, close together, and hard to manage. Make sure you 
are comfortable with the size and basic operation of the re-
corder.

An array of options are available, and you may want to 
consider a recorder with some of the more advanced features. 
For example, many devices use files and folders to organize 
and store files on the recorder for quick retrieval and storage 
convenience. Voice activation enables hands-free recording 
by automatically starting and pausing recording based on the 
level of sound present. The lock-files feature prevents record-
ing over or deleting an existing file. Index marks are used to 
flag an important part of a recording, allowing you to locate 
important sound bites quickly and easily by moving to the 
desired mark. Some devices allow you to mark the priority 
of a recorded file as high or normal, and some have program-
mable buttons that allow you to assign a function or shortcut 
to a button on the recorder. Two advanced features you might 
look for are playback speed control and microphone sensitiv-
ity (dictation or conference).

If you decide that a digital voice recorder is for you, you 
will have many different models and a wide variety of fea-
tures to choose from, making it relatively easy to find a digi-
tal voice recorder that meets all your needs.
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