Introduction:
Are you out in the market looking for a soundcard that is going to blow away your current card? Are you reading reviews but still can’t figure out which card will suit your needs without drilling a big hole in your pocket? If so, then this article is definitely for you! While most audio related articles around will give you more questions (due to their over technical review) than answers, my article will try and answer most of your basic questions and will let you come up with your own decision rather than the article handing out the decision for you. 

Always remember that sound quality is a very subjective topic. There is no single person out there that can tell you that your sound setup is crappy due to the fact that all of us have his/her own scale and taste when it comes to sound quality. Because of that I would first want to clear out that all of the things written here are just my opinions and you guys are free to disregard some (or all) of them.
Onboard, Add-on, or External?


Onboard Audio: Most onboard audio solutions are not recommended due to their poor sound quality and high CPU utilization. All of those were changed when NForce released their APU though. Soundstorm onboard audio provides sound quality that is often times comparable to SB Live! or even Audigy 1. It also uses approximately 4% less CPU utilization when decoding digital audio signals when compared to most add-on cards. The problem is, if you want to play games and run them with EAX 3 or 4 enabled, then you’re out of luck since currently, the Audigy series are the only ones with the said 3d audio support. 

Add-on Cards: Most add-on audio card eats up fewer resources when compared to their onboard counterparts which results to better gaming performance and less problems with sound stuttering. There are exceptions to this though, I’ve already seen numerous reports that CMI cards still stutter just like some of its onboard counterpart.


As for the sound quality, an add-on card doesn’t automatically mean better sound quality. You still have to pick up the right add-on card if you want to feel and hear the difference (discussed later).


External (USB) Audio: This audio solution is meant to be used by portable PC’s (eg. laptop). But some folks still consider grabbing on of these believing that they will have better sound quality on all sides (gaming and audio playback/recording). I for one believe (although I haven’t tried using one myself) that the difference in sound quality between a high-end add-on soundcard and an external one is minimal. The difference ‘might’ only be noticeable on digital recordings, but on audio playback … I’m still pretty skeptical about that. 

Most external audio solutions sacrifice features to decrease its (most of the time) sky rocketing price. Creative’s Audigy 2 NX is an exception to this though because the said external audio has most of the features (if not all) that the Audigy 2 has to offer.
Time for a soundcard upgrade! … really?

First thing’s first. Before considering a soundcard upgrade, make sure that you “really” need the upgrade. Ask yourself the following questions:

· Am I upgrading because my soundcard is not or no longer good enough for my speakers?

· Am I upgrading because my current soundcard no longer supports the latest audio effects/format with games/movies?

· Am I upgrading because my current onboard audio solution is eating up too much resources?

If you have answered “yes” to all of the three questions, then I think it’s really time for you to consider an upgrade. But if you have answered “no” to one of them, then having a better soundcard will probably not give you all your money’s worth. Why? 
A good soundcard needs a good set of speakers:


Always remember that a bad set of speakers paired with a high-end soundcard is not going to sound near as good as a low/mid-end soundcard with high-end speakers. I’ve seen this problem countless times already, but this kind of ‘mistake’ is still done by many. Remember that high quality sound comes in at a price, upgrading your soundcard and pairing it with your low quality speakers thinking that it is the same (but cheaper way) as upgrading your speakers is a huge no-no.
3D audio effect is not applicable with every single game in the market:

You guys should take note that not because your targeted soundcard supports the latest audio format (eg. EAX 4) means that all your games will benefit from it. The games that you play ‘must’ support the said format for you to be able to take advantage of it. Try and check the games that you play first (and plan of playing in the future) before spending your money on a soundcard.


Also, 3D audio is best played with a surround speaker setup. It is not a requirement since some of the effects can still be experienced with a stereo (2 channel) setup, but you will be missing a lot if you do not have at least a quad type speaker. 
3d audio takes a toll on your system resources:

Not like what most people think, switching from onboard audio to an add-on soundcard is not going to make your system fly. Results vary per system depending on their configuration and usage. Currently, onboard audio solutions do not support the latest audio formats like EAX 3 and 4. Running games in an onboard audio system with only EAX 2 support and running games in an add-on audio card with EAX 4 will probably eat up pretty much the same amount of resources. This is because the more effects applied to the game, the more resources and CPU utilization the soundcard will take. But if all things are equal, then an add-on soundcard will often times have an edge in terms of speed compared to an onboard sound. 

The amount of hit on the games performance when running the game with the 3d Audio effects as I said varies per system and the game that you’re playing. Most games can run with all its 3d Audio effects enabled with minimal to no noticeable decrease in performance as long as you passed the game’s recommended system specs requirement. Just with graphics quality, there’s always a trade-off with enhanced sound quality. On the bright side, most games do not suffer from poor audio programming unlike the game’s graphics engine.
Now that you’ve read the things to remember before considering a soundcard upgrade and still believe that you really need the upgrade … let’s move on …

Things that you ‘need’ when purchasing a soundcard:

Before purchasing a soundcard or any hardware, it is best to first make a list of the things that you really need. If you’re building a HTPC (Home Theater PC), then your needs differ from those who are upgrading their soundcard to play games. But of course there are peeps who want to have ‘em all and use their card for both purposes.
If you’re building either a HTPC or Gaming system, the things that you should look for and prioritize are the following:

· Speakers Support: Your next soundcard should ‘at least’ support your current speaker setup. For eg. if you only have a stereo setup, it would be wise to at least buy yourself a soundcard with 2.1 or better yet 4.1/5.1 audio support. But grabbing a 6.1/7.1 compatible soundcard is probably not a good idea unless you plan of purchasing one in the future. They believe that it is a ‘future proofing’ move and is a good idea. But if (like I said) you do not have any plan of purchasing a surround setup in the next couple of years, your soundcard, by the time you upgraded your speakers is probably already obsolete and no longer contains the features and support that your games and/or movies need. 
Also, the soundcard’s speaker support doesn’t have anything to do with its ‘sound quality’. Some folks believe that the more speaker channels the soundcard supports, the better sound quality it provides.
· SNR (Signal-to-Noise Ratio): SNR is the measurement of how much desirable signal is present as opposed to noise. The higher the value, the better as long as your speakers are also good enough to support it. Hissy low quality speakers will often times remain that way even when paired with a soundcard with a better signal-to-noise ratio value.
*I have read before that Creative soundcard’s way of measuring SNR is different from others. Creative is said to measure the amount of noise generated by their soundcard when the source is turned off (no audio coming out of the speakers). I’m not sure if there’s any truth to that though.
Additional things to consider when building a HTPC only system:

· 24bit Audio and DVD-A Support: Newer soundcards supports playback (24-bit/192kHz in stereo or 24-bit/96kHz in 5.1) and recording of DVD-A quality audio. The amount of sound quality increase varies depending on the speakers that you guys have. The better your speakers, the more dramatic the sound quality increase you’ll get.
*Take note that although SB Audigy 1 and Soundstorm’s are rated as 24bit, they cannot playback/record 24bit audio. They are only capable of mixing 24bit audio but it is re-formatted/re-sampled back down to 16bit before reaching its output. The increase in sound quality of the said process is still noticeable by most folks (me included) who have sensitive ears and with (at least) a mid-end set of speakers. You do not have to be an audiophile to notice the difference here though. Low quality speakers are often times the reason for not noticing the difference in this particular area.
· Digital Decoders: Dolby Digital 5.1 and DTS decoder is a must if you want to watch DVD movies since up to now it is still the standard used by most (if not all) recordings. Take note however that DTS uses less compression when compared to Dolby w/c is said to produce better dynamics and overall sound quality. 

If you have a lot of DVD movies in your collection, it is best to check whether or not they support 6.1 or higher (DB-EX and DTS-ES) audio formats. If you have a couple and you have the appropriate speakers to support them, then you might want to consider buying yourself a soundcard with the said decoders.

*If you have a high quality external decoder, I recommend that you use that instead to reduce the amount of noise on your output.

What about THX Certification? I for one am not really after the said certification because there are times when a THX certified product can still be beaten in terms of sound quality by a non-THX certified one. Not every single THX certified product is guaranteed to kick ass, but is (sadly) often times guaranteed to ‘sell’.
Additional things to consider when building a gaming only system:

· EAX Support: This particular format pretty much sums up a gaming soundcard’s capability of immersing the player with its 3d sound effects. EAX has just reached its 4’th version and is said to be more immersive than EAX 3 due to its improved Environmental Effects. There are still very few games that support the said format though (eg. Jedi Knight – Jedi Academy, Colin McRae Rally 4) so most games are still for now using EAX 3. 
One of the most obvious difference between EAX 3 when compared to its lower versions EAX 2 and 1 (where EAX 2 is the highest supported by ALL non-Audigy cards to date) is the effective positioning of sounds. For eg. when playing a game with EAX 3 support, it is easier to point where your opponents footsteps are coming from. Comparing that to an EAX 2 only game, footsteps from a wall outside your location sounds almost exactly the same when the enemy is right behind/in front of you. There are still quite a number of noticeable improvements between the two but describing them here is pretty hard and it is best for you guys to hear ‘em for yourselves. But there is a very noticeable different between the two, especially when playing FPS games.
Directsound and Directsound3d (DS3D) and the rest of the “used to be supported by games” formats are most of the time still supported by audio cards. But they are pretty much useless in most cases except when playing old titles.

· Tech Support: Driver update is a must when it comes to gaming. Updated soundcard drivers often times improve performance, fix bugs, add new features, and/or improve stability and compatibility with games. A weak driver support could give you headaches with 3d enabled games (eg. sound looping, stuttering etc). I haven’t used every single soundcard brand in the market, but IMO Creative’s driver support is one of the worst. For a gamer who wants to experience the most out of newer games, this is a problem that he/she must be willing to take. But if you’re ok with EAX 2 (or below) only enabled soundcards, I suggest that you look for other brands and check their websites if they have consistent driver releases.
There are workarounds for the said driver problems though (one of which is already published in my website) wherein SB Live and Audigy 1 owners can use Audigy 2 software by hacking through the drivers. If you want more info, you can visit this link: http://kpush.tripod.com/tweaking/id33.html
What about miscellaneous Bundled Softwares? Well, I for one do not give much attention to a soundcard’s bundled software since most of them can also be acquired by using the right plug-ins on media players like Winamp. I consider them only as bloat and a marketing gimmick to attract consumers to buy their product. Don’t get me wrong though, some of them are indeed useful, but you can probably grab a software on the net that offers the same (or even more/better) functionality for free.

Any specific recommendation?

This article was made so that the reader may come up with his/her own decision in picking up the right soundcard that fits his/her needs. But if you’re still confused on what brand and model to pick and want my advice:

Quality on a budget: Soundstorm (onboard) is a pretty nice choice since it supports EAX 2 and *24bit resolution which is a nice balance for a budget Gaming/HTPC setup.

Gaming soundcard on a budget: SB Live! supports EAX 2 but doesn’t support 24bit audio playback. SB Audigy LS is also another budget card which offers both *24bit playback support and EAX 3, but lacks EAX 4 support.
Gaming Soundcard: SB Audigy 1, supports *24bit Audio playback and all EAX versions. If you have a 6.1/7.1 setup, then you might want to consider buying yourself an Audigy 2/Audigy 2 ZS instead.
HTPC on a budget: Audigy 2 is a good choice IMO, it supports DVD-A playback and 24bit recording. It is also an excellent choice for an all around (Gaming and HTPC) system. If you can find a cheap Hercules Digifire 7.1, then you can also consider that if you do not have the money for an Audigy 2/ZS.
 High Quality HTPC: M-Audio Revolution 7.1, it supports all the said features of Audigy 2 (except EAX 3 and 4) but with better overall sound clarity/quality. 
Final Words:


Picking up the right soundcard is a pretty easy task as long as you do not let the manufacturer’s marketing gimmick grab a hold of you. Always remember that listening to reviews and user comments is a lot better than reading a soundcard’s (or any hardware’s) brochure/poster and believing everything that is written on it. The only dilemma that you might have is that a review/user telling you that the sound quality on a certain card is excellent, there is a possibility that when you try the soundcard yourself, you’ll end up cursing the card rather than praising it. The only way around that is reading a lot of reviews and comments, if the majorities think it rocks, then it ‘probably’ does. But if you have friends who have ‘em, try going to their place and listen to it for yourself. Take note however that your friend’s speakers will play a major role in producing the soundcards output.

Remember that there are three (no not one or two) things that affect sound quality: hardware, source, and your sensitivity to discern high and low quality sounds. And when picking up a sound related hardware, always let your ears decide! Good luck!

