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The move to a new technology platform o�ered Unitron’s team of audiologists, scientists and 
engineers an opportunity to re-imagine how North’s advanced sound processing capabilities could be 
leveraged to bring new advantages to patients. In this article, we go behind the scenes with Unitron’s 
Senior Product Manager, Betty Rule and Hearing System Scientist, Leonard Cornelisse to have a 
conversation about the science behind conversations.

Q  For many years now, Unitron has put the focus on 
tackling speech in noise. How is this approach to managing 
“conversations” di�erent?

Betty:  As we know, hearing speech in noise is the number 
one complaint patients bring into the office of a fitter. 
When we talk about managing speech in noise, this is 
really covering a vast array of situations. The speech signal 
is fairly constant, but the noise environment in which that 
speech occurs can change quite a bit. For instance having 
a conversation in a small café with a few people around is 
very di�erent from having a conversation while walking 
down a busy street. 

So when we started to work on the North platform, we 
decided to look at those noises to understand them 
better. We really questioned what we could learn and do 
better, or di�erent, if we narrowed down those back-
ground noises. So after much brainstorming and investi-
gation, we came up with four di�erent categories of con-
versations (Conversation in quiet, Conversation in a small 

group, Conversation in a crowd, Conversation in noise) 
that we could treat di�erently in order to help the patient 
hear their best. 

Q  Does this more precise classification of speech in noise 
into four conversation types also help the hearing health-
care professional (HHCP)? 

Leonard: Definitely. In the past, if a patient came into the 
clinician’s office with an issue in “some” type of speech in 
noise, the HHCP had only one environment to adjust. But 
that adjustment could be a compromise because you were 
a�ecting other kinds of speech in noise. Now, because we 
have split speech in noise into four types of conversations, 
a clinician can address the issue more specifically. For 
instance, if someone is having difficulty hearing speech at a 
party, the hearing instrument can be adjusted more care-
fully for exactly that hearing challenge. 

Betty:  As a side note, we actually spent a lot of time with our 
audiology team coming up with names for the types of con-
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versations. We wanted to make sure the terms reflected 
what the clinician would be managing. For instance, when 
we say “Conversation in a crowd”, people definitely get a 
clear picture that there is a large group of people and there 
are other people speaking around them. We also reviewed 
the name options with patients to make sure that the terms 
resonated with them and were easily understood. 

Q  So let’s talk about putting that theory into practice. 
Breaking speech in noise down into four conversations  
is a significant undertaking, is it not? 

Leonard: Yes it could of have been challenging to achieve 
in the timeframe we had, if we had not already been doing 
extensive work validating this concept. Since as early as 
2009, we had been researching ways to leverage our 
signal processing features to expand how we classify 
sound – we had the idea of a landscape of sound. So 
when Betty brought the idea to us of categorizing speech 
in noise into groups of conversations, we understood the 
concept and knew we had the data and some features to 
support it. 

Second, our previous platforms already had the ability to 
classify sounds. It’s just that those previous classifications 
tended to be more categorical – most of the time you were 
either in Quiet or Speech in noise or Noise. The conversa-
tions we were proposing for North would be more of a 
mixed characteristic – so most of the time you would be 
somewhere in between the environments. If I were to draw 
an analogy to color, you could look at only discreet primary 
colors, so blue, red and yellow, or you can look at a rain-
bow, which has infinite blendings and variations of those 
primary colors. We’re doing the same thing – only with 
sound. By the way, this blending is partly what contributes 
to the sound quality people experience with North 
because, for the hearing aid wearer, the transitions 
between various sound environments are automatic and 
have now become very smooth.

And finally, we had a library of thousands of sounds 
already logged and tested at our disposal so we knew we 
could move quite quickly to test the concept of four 
groupings of conversations on the hearing instruments 
we were designing. 

Betty Rule, Senior Product Manager (foreground), Leonard Cornelisse, Hearing System Scientist (background)

“We’re not just 
trying to move the 
needle forward. 
We’re trying to 
help people hear 
their very best in 
all listening 
situations.”
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Q  How has the new North sound 
processing platform facilitated this 
approach? 

Betty:  A new chip – with more 
memory and processing capability – 
o�ers us such a great opportunity to 
start fresh and put aside the limita-
tions we had in the past in dealing 
with sound environments. Our ability 
to advance is always determined by 
the platform’s computational capa-
bilities, and we had simply reached 
to a point with the previous platform 
where we couldn’t add another line 
of code. Era was full!

So with North, we started with a blank 
slate. We asked ourselves, “In a per-
fect ideal world, how would we charac-
terize di�erent environments? How 
would we split them up? And what 
would we do about them?” This really 
presented the jumping o� point for 
SoundNav (which classifies signals 
into the appropriate environments) 
and Sound Conductor (which balances 
the appropriate adaptive features to 
address each listening scenario). Once 

we had a solid theory worked out, we 
then began to put it into practice. 

Q  Any behind the scenes secrets  
you can share about how the team 
works to bring these technical 
advancements to the market? 

Betty:  It is going to sound cliché, but it 
is a collaborative team. It is incredibly 
important to have a team of people 
who work well together and who have 
deep knowledge of where we have 
come from, as well as the know-how 
to take us forward. 

For instance, when we came up with the 
idea that we could have seven di�erent 
environments, the audiology team was 
concerned. They wanted to be sure we 
could display and present all these 
environments in the fitting software 
and still make it clear and intuitive for a 
clinician. It was a huge leap of faith for 
them, because the first prototypes we 
gave them were pretty ‘engineering-
ish’ concepts. We spent hours as a col-
lective team brainstorming strategies 
and concepts. In the end, our audiology 
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team loves how the environments and 
features look in our TrueFit software, 
because it is very transparent the way 
the 4 conversations (and 7 environ-
ments) are presented. We never lost 
sight of the essence that TrueFit needed 
to be intuitive and easy to use. 

Q  With North’s expanded processing 
capabilities and memory there’s lots 
more headroom for feature expansion. 
So where do you go from here? 

Betty:  We have plenty of ideas to keep 
development busy for years to come. 
What we can do, and what we should 
do next, is both a challenge and a 
huge opportunity. This is why it is 
always important for us to start from 
the ground floor up and take a patient-
centric view. Every feature we add, 
every enhancement we make needs to 
begin with why patients are coming 
into the clinic in the first place. They 
are coming in because they want to 
hear others and participate actively in 
conversations. At the end of the day, 
the patient needs to truly value the 
enhancements we can o�er. 

SoundNav o�ers more 
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of seven di�erent 
environments
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