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SQi COMPETITOR DIVISIONS  

ROOKIE  

AMATEUR  

PRO 

ULTIMATE  

EXPERT 

EXPERT SOLO 

Rookie Division  

Rookie SQi 
1 Sound Judge & 1 Install Judge 

Rookie Install only 
1 Install Judge 

Amateur Division  

Amateur SQi 
1 Sound Judge & 1 Install Judge 

Amateur Install only 
1 Install Judge 

Pro Division  

Pro SQi 
1 Sound Judge & 1 Install Judge 

Pro Install only 
1 Install Judge 

Ultimate, Expert & Expert Solo Divisions  

Ultimate SQi 
1 Sound Judge (judged from 2 seats) 

1 Install Judge 

Expert SQI 
1 Sound Judge (judged from 2 seats) 

1 Install Judge 

SQC / ISQC Classes  

ISQC 
2 Sound Judges (2 seat judging only) 

SQC 1 
1 Seat (1 judge) 

SQC 2 
2 Seat (1 or 2 judges) 

Expert Solo SQI 
2 Sound Judges (judging individually 

from same seat) 

1 Install Judge 

CHANGING CLASSES 

In Sound Quality competition, a competitor may move up in Class, but cannot move down in Class. If a competi-

tor wishes to move down in Class, it is at the sole discretion of IASCA to approve the Class change. 

All petitions for a Class change must be submitted in writing, listing the circumstances and sent to the IASCA 

Head office or affiliate office for approval. Petitions will be examined on a case by case basis. 
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Since IASCAôs inception in 1988, the goal of Sound Quality competition has always been to recreate live 

performances in an automotive environment. While this may seem like a tall order, there have been a select few 

who have come very close to reaching that pinnacle. The concept while judging is the systemôs ability to recreate 

that live performance while driving down the road. This is why IASCA evaluates systems for noise (such as 

alternator whine) and the safety and integrity of the installation.  

 

Each facet of IASCA Sound Quality judging, from sound, to noise, to ergonomics, to installation safety, integrity 

and craftsmanship is evaluated with that concept. So, it stands to reason that the vehicleôs safety features as well as 

the safety, quality and integrity of the sound system within the vehicle, must be maintained. 

 

In the recent past, IASCA has seen an influx of ñcustom show vehiclesò enter the sound quality competition arena. 

These vehicles are full blown, all out custom creations that expand the imagination and push the limits of mobile 

electronics technology and sound quality reproduction. These vehicles however, are usually never intended to be 

driven on the road; their sole purpose in design was to create the pinnacle of sound quality in a vehicle. Major 

modifications are made to these vehicles in order to achieve that level of sound quality.  

 

IASCA recognizes these vehicles and the builders who have created (and will create) these masterpieces. There 

was a need to create a Division for these vehicles that takes into account the fact that they will likely never be 

driven down the road. Items such as safety features (airbags, seat belts, etc.) should not be a factor in their 

evaluation and that the emphasis should be placed on the ingenuity, integrity, craftsmanship and sound quality of 

the build. 

 

IASCA created the ñExpert Soloò Division in Sound Quality competition, specifically for these types of vehicles 

and  their owners. While system safety features continue to be equally important as in all other Sound Quality 

Divisions, vehicle safety feature requirements in Expert Solo judging are relaxed to allow the builders to expand 

their imagination and bring ñcustomò back into car audio competition. 

 

The Expert Solo Division also creates an arena for any competitor who has modified the safety features on their 

vehicles. When a vehicle is being qualified for competition, IASCA Officials can determine if any of the safety 

features have been compromised; if they have been, they will be reclassified to this Division. 

The rules for sound judging detailed in the following text apply to all IASCA sound judging formats (SQi, SQC 

and ISQC). Although Divisions vary between each format, the rules for judging sound remain the same. 

 

Competitors may ask assistance from any IASCA official or the IASCA Office directly to help them identify 

proper classification.  The following pages describe these Classes and their judging criteria.  

 

There are no official power wattage classes in any IASCA SQi Competition Format, with the following exception:  

In the event a contest has 20 competitors or more in any SQ Division, it will be at the sole discretion of the 

event promoter/coordinator or affiliate to initiate a power class structure to accommodate the number of 

competitors. If in fact a power class designation is needed at an event for any specific Division with 20 or 

more competitors, the class structures must be 0 - 1000 watts and 1001 watts and above respectively. At any 

time or venue, an IASCA head judge retains the right to reclassify any competitorôs Class and/or Division.  

 

SQi COMPETITION (SOUNDOFF)  

COMPETITOR DIVISIONS  



SQ-4 

COMPETITOR DIVISION DESCRIPTIONS  

ROOKIE DIVISION  

JUDGING TIME FRAMES  

SQi - Total judging time for SQi should take approximately one half hour per vehicle in the Rookie, Amateur and 

Pro Divisions. Ultimate and Expert Classes could take as long as 45 minutes. These times are inclusive of sound 

and installation judging. Competitors are allowed 3 minutes between sound and installation judging to prepare their 

vehicles for the installation judge. 

SQC - Single seat SQC judging should take no more than 15 minutes per vehicle. Two Seat SQC judging could 

take up to 20 minutes per vehicle. 

ISQC - ISQC judging should take approximately 20 minutes per judging team. Total judging time will depend on 

how many ISQC judging teams there are. 

Competitors in Rookie Division are judged for sound quality based on the following criteria; 

¶ Tonal Accuracy (Sub Bass, Mid Bass, Mid Range, High Frequencies) 

¶ Sound Stage (Width and Height only) 

¶ Imaging (Left, Center and Right) 

¶ Absence of Noise (Turn on/off noise, Alternator noise) 

These criteria are explained in detail further in this section of the rulebook. 

 

 

 

 

INTENT  

The intent of the Rookie Division is to provide a Class for newcomers to compete in a basic format, that evaluates 

the systemôs sound quality as well as key points of installation quality that promote the safe operation of their 

sound system. Rookie Competitors cannot have competed in the past as an IASCA member.  

 

ROOKIE CLASSIFICATIONS  

Rookie competitors must not work in the mobile electronics industry or receive industry support (sponsorship). 

First time competitors who work in the industry but are not directly related to the sales or installation of car audio 

product (e.g. shipping clerk, bookkeeper ) may request to compete in this class. This request must be made in 

writing to the IASCA Head Office.  

  Competitors in this Division are limited to one (1) competition season, after which the competitor must make 

a decision to advance to either the Amateur, Pro, Ultimate, Expert or Expert Solo Division. Should a Rookie 

competitor wish to enter one of the higher Divisions during their Rookie year, they may do so; however, once the 

choice is made to do so, they cannot be reclassified as a Rookie. For whatever reason a Rookie cannot compete in 

at least one (1) IASCA sanctioned event in their first season, they may petition IASCA to extend their Rookie 

competition term. It will be the competitorôs responsibility to notify the proper IASCA affiliate office either in 

writing or by e-mail. 

 NOTE: In the Rookie Division, judging will be performed by one (1) sound quality Judge and one (1) 

installation Judge; this could be the same individual at some events. IASCA Judges are encouraged to be as 

constructively helpful as possible to the Rookie competitor, documenting helpful comments on the score sheet.  

Sound Judging in all other SQi Divisions (as well as in SQC and ISQC) is more detailed than in the Rookie 

Division; vehicles in all other Divisions are judged on the following criteria: 

¶ Tonal Accuracy (Sub Bass, Mid Bass, Mid Range, High Frequencies, Spectral Balance) 

¶ Sound Stage (Listening Position, Width, Height, Depth, Ambience) 

¶ Imaging (Left, Left of Center, Center, Right of Center, Right) 

¶ Sound Linearity (Low Volume, Moderate Volume, High Volume) 

¶ Absence of Noise (Turn On/Off, Floor Noise, External Mechanical Noise, Alternator Noise)  

¶ Ergonomics 
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The intent of the Amateur Division is to provide a more competitive entry level format for competitors who do not 

have the inclination or the budget to build a system with an elaborate installation. The Amateur Class focuses on 

sound and installation quality and sound judging will be performed by one judge from the driverôs front seat.  

 The Amateur Division is designed to offer a more than basic competition format for those who have obtained their 

systems through standard retail channels and who have no affiliation or support (sponsorship) from any facet of the 

Mobile Electronics Industry. The IASCA main office, any IASCA affiliate office or any IASCA Certified Official 

may request the competitor to produce documentation proving that all product was purchased through standard 

retail channels at any time during the competition season, if necessary. 

The Pro Division is designed to offer a more than basic competition format for Amateur Division competitors, or 

competitors who work within the Mobile Electronics Industry in the capacity such as installer, salesperson, 

technician, or any other position that gives them a technological advantage over Amateur Division Competitors.  

The Pro Division focuses on sound and installation quality and sound judging will be performed by one judge from 

the driverôs front seat.  Judges will evaluate a Pro Division vehicle on the same judging criteria as the Amateur 

Division. 

The intent of the Ultimate Division is to provide a more competitive format for competitors who have an 

extraordinary sound system with a more elaborate installation.  

Ultimate Division sound judging will be performed from both the driver and passenger front seats by two judges.  

Exception:  Judging may be performed by one judge from each seat, if the show promoter elects to do so. 

The intent of the Expert Division is to provide a competition arena for the best of the best to compete in. Any 

competitor may elect to compete in this Division. Judging will be performed as it is in Ultimate Division. Points 

are the same with the exception of Upgrades in Installation judging.  

The intent of the Expert Solo Division is to provide a competition arena for vehicles designed as all out show 

vehicles and not intended for road use.  Competitors in the Expert Solo Division may alter or remove any or all of 

the vehicle safety features and not incur any points deductions.  

Scoring follows the Expert Division scoring for both sound and installation. In Sound Judging, two judges will 

evaluate the vehicleôs system individually from the same seating position. Sound scores will then be added 

together and divided by two for an average. The system with the highest average sound plus installation score will 

be declared the winner. 

Vehicles allowed to compete in the Expert Solo Division must be motorized vehicles such as cars, trucks, vans, 

SUVs, COVs, designed and built by the manufacturer for the purpose of being driven on the road by the general 

public. Vehicles such as trailers, motorhomes, golf carts, motorcycles, etc. are not eligible to compete. If a 

competitor is unsure whether their vehicle qualifies, contact the IASCA Head Office. 

AMATEUR DIVISION  

PRO DIVISION  

ULTIMATE DIVISION  

EXPERT DIVISION  

EXPERT SOLO DIVISION  
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The Following Procedures are Applied in All Divisions. 
 

 

1. Judge/s will only adjust the volume control, track selection and control the main system power switch as 

designated by the competitor. For vehicles with multiple source units and volume controls, the competitor 

must specify which one (1) source unit and volume control should be used throughout the contest. This is 

to be indicated to the Sound Judge at the beginning of the judging process. The Judge will mark which 

unit was used on the score sheet and it will also be judged as the main source unit in Installation judging. 

2. During the judging process, the volume of the sound system will be set by the Judge according to the 

IASCA Judgesô Training.  Any track may be adjusted in volume at the Judgeôs discretion.  

3. Judges will only use the designated tracks required to Judge each category on the Official IASCA 

Competition CD for judging Sound Quality.  The designated tracks are indicated on the Sound 

Quality score sheet. 

4. Competitors must  prepare their vehicles for Sound Quality testing prior to  entering the judging lanes. 

Judges are not allowed to participate in this preparation process. 

5. Judges are not allowed to enter the vehicle until ALL sound quality adjustments have been made and the 

competitor gives approval that the vehicle is ready to be judged. Once the vehicle is in the judging lane, it 

will be judged as presented; no other adjustments are allowed. 

6. For purposes of clarification, the ñdriverôsò seat is the seat directly behind the steering wheel; right hand 

drive vehicles are judged from the right side front seat and left hand drive vehicles are judged from the 

left side front seat.  

7. A competitor may elect to remove their speakers grilles for the purposes of judging sound quality. 

However, if a competitor elects to remove their speaker grilles, they must be removed prior to  entering 

the judging lanes. Once the competitorôs vehicle has entered the judging lane, it will be judged as 

presented. If a competitor opts to remove their grilles for Sound judging, they will be allowed to replace 

them between Sound and Install judging. 

8. A competitor may elect to cover the dash with a damping pad or cloth for the purposes of sound quality 

judging. 

9. A competitor may NOT cover or block the front windshield with any device, blanket or cloth. 

10. Gas, brake, or clutch pedals are not required to be within the reach of the sound quality Judges. Points will 

not be deducted by the Judges, including the judging of Ergonomics, if the Judges cannot reach these 

pedals. 

11. During testing and scoring, the Judge must sit in the front seat/s of the vehicle, facing forward.  

12. Competing vehicles must have at least two front seating positions, aligned side to side (1 left seat, 1 right 

seat), not front to rear. Note: Rule #12 does not apply to Expert Solo Division. 

13. A Sound Quality Judge is not allowed to change the position of the seat to judge the sound system, unless 

this position is deemed unreasonable or uncomfortable for the Judge. The Judge must involve the 

competitor when making any adjustments. It will be the decision of the Sound Judge to determine if the 

seat positions are uncomfortable. Any seats that are reclined to more than a 45 degree angle may be 

considered unreasonable. 

14. The second track on the IASCA Official Sound Quality Reference CD is used for Left and Right 

Channel Verification. This is the first track the Judge will play when the judging process begins. If the 

system has correct left and right channel integrity, the Judge will circle the ñPassò entry on the score sheet 

and continue the judging process. If the Judge notices that the channels are reversed from left to right, 

they will stop judging and notify the competitor of the problem. A mark of a ñFailò is considered a 

breakdown.  The competitor then has five (5) minutes to correct the problem. If the problem cannot be 

corrected in five (5) minutes, the Head Judge will decide whether to allow the vehicle to compete as is. 

Note: Under IASCA ôs sound quality judging rules, reversed channels will typically cause poor judging 

scores in stereo imaging. 

SOUND QUALITY JUDGING - ALL DIVISIONS  
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15. All doors, windows, hoods, trunks and any other panel in the vehicle, must be in their fully closed 

position for sound judging. Convertibles must be judged with the top up and locked in place.  

16. Prior to the first vehicle being judged, the Head Judge shall inform the Judges and competitors whether 

vehicles will be judged for sound quality with the engine running or the engine off. This announcement 

should be made at the competitor and Judgeôs meeting. The Head Judgeôs decision will be based on 

weather or ventilation considerations (indoor events). It is within the Head Judgeôs discretion to make 

exceptions based on extenuating circumstances. 

17. Highest scores will be awarded to systems that provide accurate reproduction from both listening 

positions (left & right) in the Ultimate and Expert Divisions. 

18. If the system presents a different sound from each seat, the Judge should arrive at a score for their seat 

individually and then average the two individual scores to arrive at a final score. Half points are permitted 

as a result of averaging only.  

 

Competitor Point of Interest 

 

 The first thing the Judges will do when they begin the judging process is verify left and right channel 

integrity. This verification is done using track 2 on the IASCA SQ CD. If the test determines that the channels 

are reversed, the Judges will mark the vehicle as a ñFailò in the Pass/Fail area on the score sheet, discontinue 

judging, then exit the vehicle and notify the competitor that the system failed the verification.  

 

 Competitors will be allowed five minutes to correct the problem. If the problem is not corrected after five 

minutes, the Head Judge will be called in to decide if the vehicle is able to compete ñas isò. Continuing on will 

cause very poor scores in the stereo imaging section. It is advisable to check your system with The IASCA 

Reference CD track # 2, ñLeft and Right Verificationò prior to entering the judging lanes.  

Competitor Point of Interest 

This is an area of the score sheet where competitors should focus on receiving the maximum amount of points 

possible. Concentrate your tuning efforts on Tonal Accuracy & Spectral Balance first. Then, once you have 

accomplished good Tonal Accuracy, adjust your system for Staging and Imaging. 

 

In this section, Judges will evaluate the tonal characteristics of the system based on how well it 

reproduces the four frequency ranges; Sub Bass, Mid Bass, Mid Range and High Frequencies. 

  

TONAL ACCURACY   

Rookieð80 points possible            All other Classesð100 points possible   

Tonal Accuracy Scoring Scale  

Perfect  20 points 

Exceptional    16 - 19 points  

Very Good    12 - 15 points 

Good  8 - 11 points 

Marginal   2 - 7 points 

Needs Improvement    1 point 

NO Zero Scores are Given  
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 For a system to reproduce a recording with superior tonal accuracy, it must perform without significantly 

affecting the delicate parameters previously listed. When all of the above parameters come together well, a system 

is said to sound natural and spectrally accurate. This is readily apparent to an experienced listener, who is 

processing thousands of sonic cues to form that opinion.   

 Judges will evaluate whether the sound of the instruments and voices reproduced by the system sound real and 

natural in and of themselves. At this point, the Judges should concentrate on instruments in each range specifically, 

ignoring the relative balance of the whole spectrum (which is judged next). There are six basic characteristics that 

describe a tone; they are: 

 

Loudness: The magnitude of the auditory sensation produced by the sound (can be affected by equalization or 

improper level matching between speakers). 
 

Pitch: The subjective quality of a sound which determines its position on a musical scale.  (Excessive distortion 

and non-linearity can affect pitch.) 
 

Timbre: The interaction of the harmonics and fundamentals of a sound which give it itôs sonic signature. 
(Example: The sound of a guitar can be affected by poor reproduction of high frequencies in the system if the 

harmonics of the fundamental tones produced by the guitar are not reproduced accurately.)  
 

Modulation: A change in amplitude, phase or frequency which occurs to a sound. (Can be affected by systems 

with phase problems, frequency response problems, etc.) 
 

Duration: Literally, the duration of a sound (for example this can be affected by systems with poor transient 

response or panel resonance). 
 

Attack and Decay: The time it takes for a sound to build up (attack) or die down (decay). Attack and decay can 

be affected by systems with poor transient response, panel resonance and excessive reflections. 

What to listen for:  

The following general guidelines apply to a broad range of music. The judging tracks of the Official IASCA 

Reference CD may or may not contain the instruments listed below. For accurate information on the content of 

the judging tracks, please refer to the liner notes of the Reference CD. 

 

SUB-BASS (1Hz-60Hz) All Divisions                                   1 to 20 points 

The Judge/s should concentrate on the lowest notes of the large string instruments (bass guitar and stand-up bass, 

in particular), large drums (kick drums, timpani), low synthesizer sounds, low pipe organ notes, etc.  The sounds 

reproduced by the system in this range should be immediately recognizable, articulate, free of distortion and have 

proper attack and decay. Accurate low-frequency extension is a desirable trait. An example is the lowest frequency 

range of very large pipe organs. 

 

MID -BASS (60Hz-200Hz) All Divisions                              1 to 20 points  

The Judge/s should focus on the sounds produced by the mid-size drums (tom-toms, large congas, etc.), the middle 

range of the bass guitar and stand-up bass, lower notes of the piano and synthesizer.  These should be reproduced 

smoothly with good detail and proper attack and decay. Particular attention should be paid to the attack and decay 

of drums and bass guitars. Because of the small size of the vehicle as a listening area, problems with resonance are 

common in this frequency range. 

 

MID -RANGE (200Hz-3KHz) All Divisions                         1 to 20 points 

This range contains the vast majority of musical information in most recordings.  The Judge/s should focus on: the 

human voice, brass instruments, woodwinds, strings, the upper range of the bass guitar, electric and acoustic guitar, 
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synthesizer, piano, smaller drums and other percussion instruments. Resonance and sibilance are common system 

flaws in this frequency range. Voices should sound full and natural. All instruments should sound realistic without 

sounding thin, dull or contain uncharacteristic ringing or distortion. Large stringed instruments, for example, 

should have the characteristic ówoodô sound without undue resonance. 

 

HIGH FREQUENCIES  (3khz-+) All Divisions                   1 to 20 points  

The Judge/s should concentrate on cymbals, triangles, bells, the upper frequencies of the snare drum, rim shots, 

hand clapping, synthesizers, the upper stretches of string and woodwind instruments, and the tendency to 

exaggerate "s" or "f", or "t" sounds in the voice recordings.  These should sound accurate, smooth, neither too dull 

nor too bright and should not exhibit any harsh, thin, metallic sounds or distortion. 

 

SPECTRAL BALANCE All Divisions except Rookie       1 to 20 points Overall Spectral Balance is the tonal 

accuracy of the system across the entire audio bandwidth.  The same factors described under ñTonal Accuracyò 

affect Overall Spectral Balance.  The system will be judged according to its ability to reproduce the recording as a 

whole, rather than by dissecting it into individual frequency ranges. 

Superior systems will sound effortless and natural with any of the judging tracks.  Weaker systems will exhibit 

distortion, unnatural coloration, dynamic compression, and frequency response errors, which lead to listening 

fatigue and lend an unnatural sound to the music. 

Explanatory Note: 

 Some debate that ñOverall Spectral Balanceò and ñSound Linearityò are redundant terms. Looking at them 

from a semantic point of view, this could certainly be argued. The distinction made here for the purposes of the 

IASCA Rule Book is the following:  

 ñOverall Spectral Balanceò is a test of the systemôs overall tonal realism at moderate listening levels. ñSound 

Linearityò is a calibrated test of the systemôs tonal and dynamic realism at loud, moderate and low listening levels. 

Spectral Balance: What to Listen For: 

 The Judge/s should listen to the ñbig pictureò and score the vehicle on a twenty-point scale. Does the system 

create the illusion of real instruments and voices as you listen to the judging tracks? Is the distribution of energy 

between the frequency ranges appropriate and natural sounding? Particular attention should be paid to how 

smoothly the system integrates different frequency ranges. As an example, a system may have good sounding high 

frequency performance in and of itself, but when the level of the high frequencies is compared with the rest of the 

spectrum, they may be too loud or too quiet.   

The object of this section is to define the boundaries of the sound stage as they are reproduced by the vehicleôs 

audio system and to evaluate the placement of images within that defined sound stage. The ideal car audio 

system creates the illusion that the sound is originating in front of the listener, with additional ambient content. 

 The sound stage produced by an audio system can be defined as the perceived space from which the sound 

originates.  (Much like the stage in a concert hall is the space from which the sound originates.)  

 While judging the sound stage, the Judge should draw maps describing the sound stage boundaries for each 

seat. This map will not only help in judging the sound stage elements, but will be vital to the evaluation of 

imaging. Judges should not let any visual cues (apparent speaker locations or lack of them, for instance) influence 

their judgment. If distractions are making it hard to determine staging, it is helpful to close one's eyes when 

judging.  Taking away the distractions and only concentrating on the music will help properly determine the 

staging characteristics of the vehicle being judged. Sound quality Judges will be ñblindò to any equipment in the 

vehicle.   

SOUND STAGE 

 Rookie Divisionð30 points possible    

All Other Divisions - 70 points possible  



SQ-10 

LISTENING POSITION  

All Divisions except Rookie                                1 to 15 points  
 In this category, a system is 

judged on the position of the sound 

stage relative to the listener and the 

apparent distance of the sound stage 

from the listener. The best systems 

will give the illusion of the stage being 

well in front of the listeners (even 

apparently exceeding the front 

boundary of the vehicle). This is 

considered ideal as it approximates the 

experience of listening to a live 

concert.  

 Listen carefully to the bass.  

Does it seem to come from up front or 

from behind?  Maximum points within 

each scoring tier should only be given 

to systems which convincingly create 

the illusion that all the sound 

originates from the specified location. 

 

 Some systems will exhibit 

some localization of the low bass 

towards the rear. Judges should not 

drop these vehicles to the ñbehind the 

listening positionò scoring tier.  

Instead, the Judges should deduct 2 

points for obvious rear-bass within the 

scoring tier established by the higher frequencies (mid-bass and up) and make note of that action on the score 

sheet. In no case should a vehicle be dropped to a lower tier for rear sub bass only.   

 

 If a large part of the mid-bass, midrange or high frequencies seem to originate from behind the listeners, the 

Judge may assign a score of ñ1ò. 

 

 These are general guidelines for scoring. Keep in mind that if a vehicle exhibits different characteristics for 

each seat, Judges are instructed to arrive at a score for each seat and then average them to arrive at a final score. 

Example: A vehicle may score 13 points from one seat and 9 points from the opposite seat. The sum of the scores 

(from both seats) is 22, which is then divided by 2 for a score of 11 points for listening position.  

STAGE WIDTH (left / right)  

All Divisions                                                        1 to 15 points 

 Stage Width refers to the distance between the left and right boundaries of the sound stage. Better systems will 

create a wide sound stage for both listeners. Exceptional sound systems will have sound stages that seem to exceed 

the physical boundaries of the vehicle interior.  

What to listen for:    
 The judging tracks on the official IASCA Sound Quality Reference CD, in conjunction with the enclosed liner 

notes, allow Judges to quickly and accurately evaluate stage width. Stage width should be evaluated in relation to 

the listening position to sound stage and the stage depth. If a sound stage originates on the hood of a vehicle, its 

width should be evaluated based upon the actual lateral boundaries of the stage, (i.e. the fenders). Using the 

window pillars as a reference on a vehicle with the stage originating on the hood would be incorrect. Particular 

attention should be paid to the original dimensions of the room, as outlined in the software notes. The reproduction 

of the room should not compress or artificially expand stage width. Listen for additional stage width beyond the 

furthest left and right instruments/vocalists. In many recordings, there is additional space beyond them that can be 

heard. The best systems will recreate this additional part of the acoustic illusion, while others will not. 

Listening Position Scoring Scale  

Sound stage exceeds front boundary of vehicle interior 12 - 15 pts. 

Sound stage originates at or near front boundary of interior 9 - 11 pts. 

Sound stage originates directly in front of listeners 7 - 8 pts. 

Sound stage appears to be at the listening position 5 - 6 pts. 

Sound stage originates from behind or is impossible to 

define 
1 - 4 pts. 

If bass only originates from the rear of the vehicle, deduct 2 points from 

score .  

Listening Position Chart Point Scale  

15 14 13 12 11 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 
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 These are general guidelines 

for scoring.  Keep in mind that if a 

vehicle exhibits different stage width 

characteristics for each seat, Judges 

are instructed to arrive at a score for 

each seat and then average these 

scores to arrive at the final score.   

Example:  

When judged from one seat (driverôs) 

the Judge will determine the score by 

identifying the ends of the stage width 

on the left and right sides respectively. 

If the left side seemingly ends outside 

the vehicle at the mirror or beyond, the 

Judge deducts 0 points. If the right 

side seemingly ends over the middle 

of the passenger glove box area the 

Judge deducts 3 points. The sum of 

this score is a 3-point deduction from 

the original 15 point scale for a score 

of 12. When judged by two Judges, 

the same principle is used from each 

seat, then the two scores are added 

together and divided by 2 to establish 

the stage width score.  

STAGE HEIGHT  

All Divisions                                                        1 to 15 points 
 Stage height refers to the 

apparent height of the sound stage and 

the vertical spread above that level. 

The center of the vertical spread of the 

stage should be at horizon level with 

appropriate instruments/vocalists 

being above or below this plane from 

left to right of the stage. The height of 

the stage should also remain 

horizontal from the front of the stage, 

where the lead singer may be placed, 

to the rear of the stage, where the 

drums may be located.  This spread 

should not be exaggerated or 

incoherent and should be proportional 

to the other stage dimensions. 

What to listen for:  

 Systems with good stage 

height properties will produce a stable 

sound stage at horizon level with a 

natural sense of vertical space above 

that point.  Instruments and voices 

should sound complete and whole at 

that height with no portion of them 

coming from below the sound stage 

floor.  Pay particular attention to make 

sure that the stage height remains 

stable from left to right and front to 

rear. Some vehicles may exhibit good 

Stage Width Scoring Scale  

Stage extends beyond lateral vehicle boundaries 14 - 15 pts. 

Stage extends to both lateral vehicle boundaries 10 - 13 pts. 

Wide stage almost extends to lateral vehicle 

boundaries. 

6 - 9 pts. 

Narrow stage well short of lateral vehicle boundaries  2 - 5 pts. 

Stage width is severely compressed (virtual mono)  1 pt. 

Points on the Diagram  Below Represent Deductions from a Perfect Score 

Ambience Scoring Scale  

Realistic Ambience / Sounds like an appropriate room 8 - 10 points 

Slightly closed in / Sounds like a very small room 4 - 7 points  

Lack of ambience / Sounds like a very confined area 2 - 3 points 

Overbearing /Artificial ambient effect 1 point  

NO Zero Scores are Given 

Stage Height Scoring Scale  

Stage is at horizon level with no hint of instability  

from left to right  
13 - 15pts.  

Stage is mainly at horizon level, with some instability  

from side to side 
9 - 12 pts. 

Stage is lower than horizon level but stable left to right or 

Stage is at horizon level but very unstable    
6 - 8 pts. 

Stage is low and unstable 3 - 5 pts.  

Stage is impossible to define 1 - 2 pts. 

Stage Height Scoring Diagram  

This Diagram Exhibits Different Levels of Height from Left to Right 

13 - 15 

3 - 5 

6 - 8 

9 - 12 

1 - 2 

13 - 15 

3 - 5 

6 - 8 

9 - 12 

1 - 2 
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height in the center with left and right boundaries dropping lower (or vice versa) and this should be taken into 

account in the scoring. Some vehicles may also exhibit good height within the high frequencies but the lower mid 

bass and bass frequencies are well below the dash. 

 These are general guidelines for scoring. The Judges should write a comment describing the sound stage 

height. If a vehicle exhibits different stage height characteristics for each seat, the Judges are instructed to arrive at 

a score for each seat, add the 2 scores then divide by 2 to arrive at the final score. The Judges should note when 

averaging is used to arrive at a stage height score and write the individual seat scores in the comments section of 

the score sheet. 

STAGE DEPTH   

All Divisions except Rookie                                1 to 15 points 

 The illusion that some 

instruments or voices are in front of 

others is referred to as stage depth. 

The liner notes included with the 

Official IASCA Reference CD provide 

valuable insights as to the front to rear 

locations of the instruments and vocals 

during the recording. 

 

What to listen for: Compare what 

you hear to the sound stage maps in 

the liner notes of the Official IASCA 

Reference CD. Only the best systems 

will give a completely convincing 

illusion of stage depth. Weaker 

systems will impart a ñflatò two-

dimensional aspect to the sound stage. 

 

 These are general guidelines 

for scoring. Judges should write  

comments describing the sound stage 

depth. If a vehicle exhibits different 

stage depth characteristics for each 

seat, Judges are instructed to arrive at 

a score for each seat, add the two (2) 

scores together then divide by two (2) 

to arrive at the final score. Judges 

should note that when averaging is 

used to arrive at a stage depth score, 

they should write the individual seat 

scores in the L / R space provided in 

the comments section of the score 

sheet.   

  

The picture to the left depicts a sound 

system that appears to reproduce a 

good sense of Stage Depth. When 

evaluating depth, it should appear that 

there is distance between the 

instruments. This vehicle will score 

very well in the depth category, 11 

points or more.  

 

Stage Depth Scoring Scale  

Stage exhibits realistic sense of depth 12 - 15 points   

Stage exhibits good sense of depth 8 - 11 points  

Stage exhibits some sense of depth 2 - 7 points  

Stage is impossible to define 1 point  

NO Zero Scores are Given 

This Diagram Exhibits the Scoring Perspective for Stage Depth.  

Listening Position  
15 11 7 

Stage Depth Chart  

Tuba 

Bass  

Piano  

Guitar  

Tambourine  

Guitar  

Drums  

Horns  

Harmonica  

Saxophone  

Horns  
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What to listen for:  

 The sound system should reproduce the instruments so that the instruments appear to be in front of or behind 

other instruments as well as to the left or right of them. The text below describes Track 10 of the Official IASCA 

Sound Quality Reference CD 

 The piano should sound big because it is at the front of the stage. The guitars, horns, tambourine, harmonica and 

bass appear behind the piano. The tambourine appears to the right and in the back of the sound stage. The drums 

and tuba are the two (2) instruments farthest away and at the very back of the stage. The two guitars are the widest 

instruments and should define the outside boundaries of the sound stage. 

 

AMBIENCE   

                                                         

All Divisions except Rookie                                1 to 10 points     

 Ambience can be defined as the perceived space around a sound source. Most recordings contain ambient 

cues, which are either naturally created by the room used for recording or created by recording engineers using 

processing equipment. These will interact with the acoustics of the vehicle and the design of the sound system to 

create a sense of space. Rear speakers or sound field processors are not always necessary to create ambience (nor 

do they guarantee the creation of natural ambience.) 

 

What to listen for:  
 Close your eyes and try to imagine the size of the ñroomò you are listening to the music in. In car audio, it is 

very challenging to create the illusion of a space larger than the interior of the vehicle (i.e. a large symphony hall, 

small live studio, etc. as appropriate). When listening to the best systems, the boundaries of the vehicle seem to 

ñdisappearò, imparting a spacious, natural feeling. Systems will not be rewarded for creating unnatural ambient 

effects (like a jazz band playing in a cathedral).   

  

 These are general guidelines for scoring. Keep in mind that if a vehicle exhibits different ambient 

characteristics for each seat, Judges are instructed to arrive at a score for each seat, add the scores together then 

average these scores to arrive at the final score. A vehicle may achieve a final score of ñ6ò as a result of great 

ambience from one seat (a score of 10) and a lack of ambience from the other (a score of 2). This equals 12, then 

dividing by 2 equals the final score of 6. Judges should note on the score sheet when averaging is used to arrive at 

a final score and write the individual seat scores in the comments section of the score sheet. 

The term ñimagingò describes a systemôs ability to reproduce the sounds of instruments and vocals in their 

correct locations and proportions on the sound stage. Correct locations are defined by their placement as they 

are actually recorded. Systems are judged based on their ability to place instruments and vocals accurately 

across the sound stage. 

Ambience Scoring Scale  

Realistic Ambience / Sounds like an appropriate room 8 - 10 points 

Slightly closed in / Sounds like a very small room 4 - 7 points  

Lack of ambience / Sounds like a very confined area 2 - 3 points 

Overbearing /Artificial ambient effect 1 point  

NO Zero Scores are Given 

IMAGING  

Rookie Divisionð30 points possible    

All Other Divisions  - 50 points possible  
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Points Breakdown for Imaging Judging 

IMAGING: FAR -LEFT               1 to 10 points  

 Far-Left Vocal or Instrument  

IMAGING: LEFT OF CENTER                            1 to 10 points  

 Left-of-Center Vocal or Instrument  

IMAGING: CENTER               1 to 10 points  

 Center Vocal or Instrument     

IMAGING: RIGHT OF CENTER                     1 to 10 points  

 Right-of-Center Vocal or Instrument    

IMAGING: FAR -RIGHT                             1 to 10 points  

 Far-Right Vocal or Instrument 

 

Detailed sound stage maps in the liner 

notes of the Official IASCA 

Competition CD provide the exact 

locations of specific instruments and 

voices in the recordings used to judge 

this category. These maps have been 

produced in conjunction with the 

recording engineers who produced the 

tracks. 

 

Judges will listen for and reward 

properly placed, coherent, and defined 

images that accurately convey the size 

of the instrument relative to the 

soundstage. Particular attention should 

be paid to whether or not the sound of 

the instrument or vocal is focused and 

properly placed in its correct location 

on the soundstage (i.e. a piano may be 

very large relative to a saxophone). If 

an image seems unnaturally wide, or 

the image wanders as the pitch 

changes, or if it seems to split into two 

or more images, points will be 

deducted. Height should also be 

consistent (the lower part of the voice 

should not come from the foot well, 

while the rest of it is up high). 

Judges Use the Following Scale to Score Imaging 

Image is correctly defined (Focused) and located (Placement) (Perfect)                                   10 points 

Image is well defined and located, but not perfect (Excellent)      8-9 points 

Image is somewhat diffused and shifted in location (good)                                    6-7 points 

Image is diffused and somewhat difficult to place (average) 3-5 points 

Image is very diffused and very difficult to locate (below average)  1-2 points 

L LC  C RC R 

Example of good  placement, focus and detail.  

LC  RC 
R L C 

Example of poor  placement, focus and detail.  


