
Thrillerfest NYC 2019

WHY YOU SHOULD BE 
THINKING ABOUT AUDIO David Hewson



Audio: the opportunities

❖ Where audio comes from

❖ The state of the market today

❖ How do you get your foot in the door?

❖ Tuning your writing for audio

❖ Some thoughts for you to take away



Where audio comes from



Cassettes, CDs and murdered books

Before the web

❖ Niche market
❖ Mainly aimed at libraries and the visually impaired
❖ High price, low volume
❖ Awkward, bulky technology
❖ Condensed books (now large gone, thank god)



Digital downloads… the revolution begins

After the web

❖ Totally digital and web-based
❖ Download on demand
❖ Multiple devices — listen in car, on phone, on hi-fi over 

wi-fi and always go to the right place.
❖ Where once a single book was more than a dozen CDs 

or a huge box of tapes now you can keep a whole 
library on your phone

❖ Multiple purchase options — purchase, rent, 
subscription



The Chopin Manuscript

Proof of concept

❖ MJ Rose sold the idea to Audible in pre-Amazon days
❖ Jeffery Deaver wrote the first chapter. I wrote the 

second. Then a bunch of us played tag
❖ And Jeffery bravely made it all fit in the end
❖ A money spinner for ITW when we really needed it



The state of the market today



While print is flat

❖ 2018 saw modest growth in print book 
sales, with a 1.3 percent increase in sales 
volume year over year. However, the first 
quarter of 2019 posted a 6% decrease in 
sales volume compared to the first quarter 
of 2018.

❖ *BookExpo 2019



And ebooks falling

❖ The long-term books market (print and e-
books) is extremely flat, with a compound 
annual growth rate of -0.1% from 2013 to 
2018.



Audio is…. booming

❖ Digital audiobook revenue grew 37% year 
over year through November 2018. Digital 
audio growth is currently outpacing the 
decline in e-book sales, which decreased by 
3% in 2018.



And there’s still some way to go

❖ Some other figures…

❖ Source: AAP



Helped along by the latest technology

❖ Smart speakers are firing sales. 

❖ Now common to listen across devices. 



If you want to write for a living… you need in



How do you get your foot in the door?



In an ideal world…

Audio from your book

❖ You write a book
❖ You sell a publisher the print rights
❖ You sell an audio publisher the audio rights
❖ Each publisher produces their own editions



But what’s probably going to happen…

Audio from your book

❖ You write a book
❖ You get a publisher interested in the print rights
❖ The publisher says they will only take the book if you 

give them audio too. 
❖ The print publisher either produces the audio 

themselves or sells the work on to a separate audio 
publisher.



In an ideal world

What you should be 
asking for
❖ Limited term of license
❖ Separate accounting
❖ Separate advance
❖ Comparable royalties to independent audio publishers
❖ If they haven’t committed to the audio edition three 

months before print publication then rights revert
❖ And commit to simultaneous pub

❖ *Courtesy of my wonderful agent Alice Lutyens, Curtis 
Brown.



But it’s not all about books

Audio originals

❖ Why bother with a book at all?
❖ Fast growing market for work that appears first 

in audio
❖ Started by Audible but print publishers now 

getting in on the game
❖ Tough market to crack but high end productions 

with high visibility marketing



In an ideal world…

Audio originals

❖ How do you get started?
❖ Have an idea, work with your agent, pitch it. 

But…
❖ Remember there’s a lot of competition out there
❖ And regard this as an audio only project. The 

chance of book sales afterwards is currently 
limited



More to come…

New kinds of work

❖ It’s not just books any more
❖ Audio drama — big in Europe, growing in the 

US
❖ Podcasts and serial stories
❖ New technologies round the corner such as 3D
❖ This is both a very old medium, oral storytelling
❖ And a new one, inventing fresh ways to tell 

those stories all the time



The question everyone asks

What about the 
narrator?
❖ Yes, the narrator makes it
❖ No. You don’t get to choose.
❖ You have to trust the production company. They 

know best.
❖ Some authors can read their own work. Most of 

us should leave it to the professionals.
❖ Yes, there are self publishing audio systems out 

there. But I can’t talk about them. 



Tuning your writing for audio



What makes good audio

❖ Simplicity. 

❖ Clarity

❖ Economy

❖ An ear for performance



Simplicity

❖ Audio is a voice in someone’s head. It 
needs to be a voice they like and easily 
understand.

❖ Complex prose, especially prolix sentence 
constructions, will be hard for a narrator to 
perform and may be even harder for the 
listener to follow. 

❖ Don’t try to be too clever with rapid time 
and location jumps. They might work in a 
book and be confusing on the ear.



The perils of first person

❖ It can work wonderfully in audio. But…

❖ Even more than in a book you need the 
narrating character to be compelling. Not 
necessarily likeable but it has to be 
someone the listener will accept in his head 
for hours on end.

❖ The other first person peril… it places a lot 
of responsibility on the part of the narrator. 
They really need to be good.



Clarity

❖ Remember… it’s much harder for the 
listener to navigate audio than it is for a 
reader to navigate a book.

❖ It’s very easy for listeners to get lost.

❖ Set the location and point of view character 
up front at the start of every scene. 

❖ Don’t try to be too clever with rapid time 
and location jumps. They might work in a 
book and be confusing on the ear.



Economy

❖ Audio torture tests your prose. Flaws that 
may be invisible on the page scream at you 
when you hear them in the hands of a good 
narrator. Specifically look for…

❖ Repetition.

❖ Sentence rhythm

❖ He said, she said, dialog tagging should be 
kept to a minimum.



Your narrator should know who’s speaking from the 
text.

You don’t need to point that out unnecessarily on the 
page. 



“Do you know who did this?,” 
Michael said.

“Of course we do,” said Helen, 
and she seemed quite cross.

“It was me,” said Ben. “Sorry.” 

Michael looked across the 
table. 

“Do you know who did this?”
Helen sighed and glared at 

him.
“Of course we do.”

Ben put up his hand. 
“It was me. Sorry.”



An ear for performance

❖ You can’t write for audio unless you listen 
to audio



Get it right

Big tip

❖ Read your work out loud.

❖ Even better… record it then play back the 
results. You’ll be amazed what you find 
when you hear your story instead of just 
reading git on the page. 



And now for the good news



Hallelejah

❖ Simplicity. 

❖ Clarity

❖ Economy

❖ An ear for performance

❖ All make for excellent mainstream 
narrative fiction too.



Writing better audio will make for a 
better book



Some thoughts for you to take away



Audio: the good news

❖ This is a massive new market

❖ It could be the difference between full-time 
writing and needing a second job

❖ Writing with audio in mind will improve 
your writing skills overall — not just in 
audio

❖ It’s fun

❖ It’s challenging

❖ It’s offering new opportunities all the time



Audio: the challenges

❖ Today’s double digit growth will one day 
start to mature

❖ Lots and lots of people have suddenly 
woken up to audio and are fighting to get 
in there before you

❖ You need to learn to tailor your work to the 
new medium

❖ You need an audio-friendly agent and 
publisher on your side



Some homework



Circe



West Cork



Romeo and Juliet: A 
Novel


