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You Can Make an Audio Drama

I’m sitting like a shrimp at my desk, staring at my laptop. There are many windows open on the screen:

	A PDF file with the script.

	A couple File Explorer folders - one for the episode, three for different SFX searches, and something unrelated I forgot to close.

	Firefox is open with too many tabs - Freesound, Dropbox, Google Drive...

	There’s a Discord window somewhere, too.


But in front of everything is Adobe Audition, which has frozen. I try to remember the last time I saved the episode. It was too long ago. I debate between letting it buffer and force closing the program. Miraculously, it unfreezes. I sigh with relief and immediately save my work.

When I hit play, my world will come to life, and all of this will have been worth it.

What is an Audio Drama?

Audio Dramas have many names, including “Radio Plays,” “Fiction Podcasts,” “Audio Theater,” and many combinations thereof (such as “Audio Fiction”). The Radio Play was a popular form of entertainment pre-television. Here in America, the best known one was War of the Worlds in 1938. Across the pond, the BBC produces more hits than I can name. With the popularization of podcasting in the 2010s, the medium of Audio Theater became more accessible to the individual. Anyone could publish a fiction podcast, and many did.

People from all walks of life make audio dramas. As  you’d expect, plenty of them come from the arts. Some people pivot to fiction podcasting from TV or movie production, while others arrive from theater or novels or poetry. But there are also IT techs, engineers, and scientists making audio dramas. There are graphic designers, managers, musicians, and more. I’ve listened to shows created by high school students and shows created by people older than my parents. I’ve met and worked with producers across the globe. This variety of life experience is reflected in the variety of fiction podcasts out there.

My History in Audio Drama

I’ve been making audio dramas for over 7 years. My favorite genre to work in is fantasy, but I’ve also created slice of life, sci-fi, and horror podcasts. I’ll be using examples from the shows I’ve produced throughout this book, including:

	Sidequesting

	What Will Be Here?

	Someone Dies In This Elevator

	Re: Dracula

	Re: Carmilla

	Re: Frankenstein

	Joy to the World

	Of The Sword

	Falling Forward

	Hubris: A 24 Hour Podcast Project

	Pilot Light







I find myself drawn to making limited series, because I love playing in different worlds. My favorite part of audio drama production is sound design, so I usually (but not always) do the sound design on audio dramas I produce. I’m often writing and voice acting in them too.

Outside of the podcasts I produce, I’ve been a voice actor in almost 100 different audio dramas, a sound designer for about ten other productions, and a guest writer for a few. My work has been featured in The Atlantic, The New York Times, and Vogue. My podcasts have been an official selection of over 20 film and web fests, with multiple award wins. My most popular audio drama, Re: Dracula, has over 2 million downloads and was featured in Tumblr’s 2023 and 2024 Year in Review wrap ups. In 2024, I received the William Dufris Achievement Award for excellence in audio fiction at the New Jersey Web Fest Gala.

Making audio drama is my favorite hobby because it’s so many different things rolled up in one. I’ve created watercolor paintings for cover art. I’ve produced an entire concept album for a show. I’ve written so many different stories, long and short, for so many different genres. I taught myself sound design. I learned voice acting. I got really good at project management. The list goes on and on.

You might want to make an audio drama because you too like doing many different things. Or perhaps you have a story in your head that you need to get out in the world. Maybe the idea of working with actors and sound designers to bring your vision to life is what’s drawn you to this medium. Or you might have another reason! There are many to choose from!

Everybody starts somewhere. For me, that place was called “winging it.” Sometimes I feel like I am still winging it . . . but I’ve learned a LOT. I love working with other creators and helping new showrunners find their way. I also really want podcasting to be more accessible. As part of that effort, I’ve been writing how-to articles and sharing resources since I found out people wanted to read them. This book is the cumulation of that work and knowledge.

It’s Time to Dive In

I wanted everything I’ve learned to live in one easy-to-find place, so that it’s easy to share it all. I’m assuming some familiarity with the medium (you’ve listened to an audio drama before, right?), but I’m not assuming any familiarity with making audio drama. If you’re here to figure out where to start, you won’t get lost between the pages.

This book focuses on indie audio drama production, meaning production that doesn't include any outside funding or help from a company or network. It’s kind of like self-publishing a book. Indie audio drama doesn’t need approval from an agent or publishing house (or anyone, really) to reach an audience. You can make it yourself and get it to listeners without an intermediary.

In this book, we’ll be exploring the role of a showrunner in depth (that’s you, the runner of your show!).  I will touch on other parts of audio drama production, like acting, directing, and audio editing more generally. Showrunners frequently take on these roles, but I won’t be teaching you how to become a top-notch actor, director, or sound designer. Instead, I’ll explain the basics of what you should keep in mind when doing these roles for the first time as part of an audio drama.

This is not a technical guide, but rather a production guide. The technology behind podcasting is ever-growing and ever-changing. The best practices for working in a DAW (digital audio workstation), the best microphones to use, the best hosting services for an RSS feed . . . it gets outdated quickly. We’ll be covering more evergreen topics, like knowing what stories work best in audio, how to cast your show, and where to start when marketing it. For technical help, I recommend turning to the internet or fellow audio creators.

At the end of this book, you’ll feel more prepared to be an audio drama producer, be able to make a better podcast, and know where to look for even more help. You’ll learn the basic concepts of all the roles involved in audio drama production, either to use as a jumping-off point to learn more or to collaborate with others who are well versed in the roles. You’ll also get some advice on the more philosophical aspects of audio drama creation, such as why to start one or when to end it.

I assume you picked this book up because you’re interested in making an audio drama (or fiction podcast, or radio play, or whatever the cool kids are calling it these days). Maybe you’ve started, but are floundering before the finish line. Or perhaps you’re wondering if this is something you even can do. Maybe you just want to learn more about something you think is cool. Whatever it is, I hope by the end of this book, you’ll know that you CAN make an audio drama! 
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Starting With an Idea

The Power of Audio

Here are some questions you should have answers to before you start working on your audio drama:

Why audio drama? What about your show concept makes it well suited for this medium?

You could self-publish a book, start a web series, or write a play. Know what’s drawing you to audio drama, and specifically what’s drawing you to audio drama with this idea. If you’ve got multiple ideas, you should start with the one that works best in the audio drama format (to figure that out, stay tuned for the next section).

What is your goal? What would you define as a successful show?

Perhaps you’re happy just to finish the pilot, a whole season, or bring the story to its natural end. Maybe you want to hit a certain download milestone, or amass a specific follower count on the podcast social media page. Your goal might be to win an award at a festival, or get your work featured in the press. You might want to make money from the podcast, or just break even on show expenses. Maybe you want to collaborate with specific people, land on a certain network, or speak at a podcast event. Maybe your goal is a TV or novel adaptation. Everyone’s idea of success is different. If you know going into it what you want out of it, you’ll be able to focus on bringing your goals to life.

Is this a hobby, or do you want to be professional?

The low barrier to publication means that low-budget indie shows regularly chart next to professionally produced, high budget shows. This means that an audio drama you make could land in the top 100 podcasts for your country, right next to a show with A-list celebrities in the cast. If a podcast sounds good, listeners don’t care who made it, which leads to a nebulous space full of bickering about what really makes a show indie. There’s not actually distinct lines between “hobby,” “indie,” and “professional.” We’ll explore these definitions more later. For now, have an idea of how much money you can spend on your audio drama, and if you want to someday do it for a living. This will help you decide how to proceed with different aspects of production.

But that’s not all! Ideally, before you start writing your audio drama, you should know:

	Why your idea is suited for an audio drama medium.

	What goals and milestones you want to reach.

	How much time and money you can dedicate to production.

	What your strengths are (in equipment and expertise).

	What your weaknesses are (in equipment and expertise).

	How long or short your episodes and first season will be.


Every show starts with an idea. Maybe it’s “I would want to listen to this!” or “Wouldn’t it be cool if?”, perhaps a “I bet people would be into that . . .” or “Why is nobody doing this?” Your idea doesn't have to be a fully fleshed out concept at the start. In fact, it might be better if you start with something flexible, because you'll need to modify it down the road as you learn what that idea needs to do. Modifying your idea to better work as an audio drama is a common part of production.

You don’t need to come at this with a detailed outline. A simple concept will do. Your idea could be a general plot, some characters, and/or a few emotional beats. It’s a sandbox to play in. And we’re going to play.

Some simple concept examples:

	Town that is Weird (Welcome to Night Vale)

	Wizard dating show (Wizard Seeking Wizard)

	Two people leave each other voicemails (Love & Luck)

	Therapy for teens with superpowers (The Bright Sessions)

	Person alone in Antarctica (Station Blue)

	Six girls inadvertently summon a demon (Calling Darkness)

	Adventurer avoids the main plot (Sidequesting)

	It’s literally Dracula (Re: Dracula)


The concept of your show will define your brand identity, determine how easy or hard it is for your podcast to produce, control your budget, and make or break your listenership. The heart of any audio drama is what it’s about, and you’re stuck with it once you get going.

For example, I couldn’t pivot Sidequesting into a gothic horror down the road, because the concept of the show revolves around it being lighthearted fantasy. It’s never going to have giant robot fights or street races, there’s never going to be an intense breakup between two characters or emotional, heart-wrenching monologues. If I wanted any of this in my production, I would have had to change the concept from the start.

Here’s another example. What Will Be Here is about a group of friends building their version of the Voyager Record on a planet doomed from late-stage capitalism and climate change. It touches on some dark topics — grief, fascism, plague . . . it was written during lockdown in 2020, if that gives you an idea. I poured a lot of my fear and bitterness into this show, and I knew from the beginning it wasn’t getting a very happy ending.

Within this concept, moments of levity had to be earned (unlike Sidequesting, where moments of levity make up the entire show). The audience was set up for tension from the beginning. Pivoting What Will Be Here into something cute and sweet was not in the cards because of the premise of the show. It’s in the "apocalyptic sci-fi” genre for a reason.

Within your story idea, think about what you and your audience would want to hear — and I mean that literally. Decide why sound is the sensory input you want for your audience. What elements of sound are going to elevate your story? Why isn’t it a film, a game, or a novel? What about it works for audio? We’ll cover this in more depth later on, but for now, just keep it in mind.

What Will Be Here works for audio because it’s audio found footage. The Voyager Record included visuals, but the biggest part of it was a global audio recording, and I wanted to mimic that. The story revolves around the audio that is being recorded in-universe.

Sidequesting works for audio because it’s about mundane things. It would also have worked as a book or comic, but I liked the intimacy of having first-person narration right into the audience’s ears. I also enjoyed elevating the story with music and sound design. In Sidequesting, I wanted the audience to get the sensory input of walking in a forest or visiting a medieval town. Basically, I wanted listeners to feel like they’re along for a side quest.

In this way, you don’t need your idea to be about a recording for it to work in audio. You just need your idea to use the medium of audio to its advantage by creating scenes that work well without a visual element.

Defining the Scope

The key to a good audio drama idea lies in its use of the medium. A story like Interstellar, with its famous CGI shots of black holes and wide camera pans across stunning planets? Remove the visuals and it’s kind of boring. An action scene from The Matrix would be difficult to follow from sound alone. What would a fantasy TV show be without the costuming? Can you keep track of a long-running drama without faces to keep the characters straight?

Knowing what works in audio is key to making something in audio, so we’ve got to start there. The most important thing to remember is that there are no visuals.

Imagine this, heard by a listener: The sound of a chair scraping, followed by another. Echoing footfalls. The sound of something crashing, then several thumps. “Get them!” is shouted by the voice actor playing Doctor Basil. The sound of feet pattering answers. Another thump.

Imagine this, read by a narrator: “Rose leaps out of her chair, sprinting to the door. Lily follows, pulling the contents of a bookshelf down to block the path.” (“Get them!” is shouted by the voice actor playing Doctor Basil.) “Lab assistants scramble after them. One slips on the books and falls.”

This scene would have to be set up very carefully for a listener to know the context of this budding chase from the sounds alone, without a narrator. Presumably, before a scene starts, some information would be obvious. The audience would know Rose and Lily are with Doctor Basil in a room, probably some sort of lab where other technicians are present. There might be some sort of tense discussion (a threat by the doctor, perhaps?) that justifies a swift exit by the duo and chase by the doctor’s team. But at this moment, how is a listener to know that Rose goes first and Lily follows? That it was a bookshelf that got pulled down, and that one of the lab assistants slipped on a book? Which direction are they running in?

Some questions a sound designer might have, even with the context provided by the narration, include: How many lab assistants are there? Are they big and burly or small and slight? How large is this room? How far do Rose and Lily have to run to not get caught? What is the floor made of? Are Lily and Rose wearing tennis shoes or something more formal? Who is wearing clothes that might rustle? They might decide the answers to some of these on their own, or discuss with the showrunner. This information is not necessary for a listener to know, but it’s necessary to create the sounds that build this scene.

The sound designer’s files might look something like: chair_scrape1, chair_scrape2, jacket_rustle1, shoe_scrape1, sportshoe_running_tile_1, sportshoe_running_tile_2, (A reverb plugin to manage the echo), shoe_scrape2, wood_creak1, wood_crash1, wood_spliter1, book_drop1, book_drop2, book_drop3 (and so on), (there are probably a lot of books falling), smartshoe_running_tile_1, smartshoe_running_tile_2, smartshoe_running_tile_3, book_slide1, shoe_slide1, bodyfall_medium_tile_hands1, bodyfall_medium_knees1, and jacket_rustle2.

A sound designer may also request that the actors playing Lily and Rose provide some heavy breathing to layer under the running scene. It could be beneficial to have a grunt from Lily for when the bookcase is pulled down, and a cry from the lab assistant when they fall. These would be layered in with the other files.

From my own experience as a sound designer, I know this short scene would be tricky to pull off. It requires a significant investment in time to find these sound effects (also called SFX), get incidental audio from actors, and layer everything with the right timing. Even after all that work, the events of the scene may not be fully clear without narration due to the no-visuals format of the audio drama medium.

It’s also likely that this isn’t a one-off occurrence for the show. If you have two protagonists getting into trouble and an antagonist with minions to direct after them, you’re almost certainly writing in other action-packed scenes. Each scene requires all this work, all over again. If you can’t budget for a professional sound designer, and especially if you’re a one-person team, this is going to delay and complicate production.

This is what I mean when I say your idea needs to work with audio. If you already have an idea for an audio drama, think about what parts of that idea rely on sight, and how you can utilize dialogue and sound effects instead.

To Narrate or Not to Narrate

If your audio drama concept depends on visuals, you’d best incorporate a narrator. Sound design can get many things across (such as the sound of a punch), but is limited in other areas (such as making it clear who punched who). There are all sorts of techniques you can use to make action and setting clear without narration, but having a narrator is the simplest and cheapest option, and therefore a great place for first time shows to start.

A narrator is a cost-saving measure if you’re paying for sound design, and a time-saving measure if you’re doing sound design on your own. If this audio drama will be your first time trying out sound design, utilizing a narrator for complex sequences can save you from writing yourself into a corner. 
For example, Sidequesting is a show that features a first-person narrator. The main character, Rion, jumps in with narration between scenes and occasionally within them.
I’ve utilized narration when:

	The characters are traveling between places and I want to jump from one spot to another

	I want a time cut between scenes that take place in the same location (like going to bed and waking up the next day)

	Our main character meets someone new and describes them to the listener

	Action packed scenes occur that I don’t want to sound design


For this last category, I know while I’m writing episodes of Sidequesting that I will be the one sound designing them. I know what sound effects I have in my library, what plugins I have (plugins are software that can be used to modify and enhance audio — think vocal effects), and generally what I can and cannot do. I also know what sorts of action will take a long time to sound design. Sometimes I want to take the time to get really deep into a scene. Other times I want to focus my efforts elsewhere in a story. I don’t have infinite time to produce an episode, so I have to choose what I want to dedicate my hours to. Making parts of the production process faster and more efficient means I can spend more time on other parts.

When I want something to happen in an episode of Sidequesting that I either can’t or don’t want to sound design, I have it happen during narration. Having a narrator gives me this flexibility. Without it, I would have to write only what I was willing to sound design, which would limit the stories I could tell.

But it’s not all or nothing! A narrator can also be a great way to dip your toes into sound design by layering some of these sounds under the narration. Going back to the scene above, I’d pick the footsteps, a crash for the bookshelf, and a bodyfall sound for the lab assistant falling. Instead of carrying the action, this underlying sound works to elevate the narration. I utilized this style of sound design in Re: Dracula, picking key moments with interesting and significant sounds to play under the narration. It keeps listeners engaged and prevents confusion.

Though, maybe you don’t want a narrator. In this case, you should make sure your idea works without one. This doesn’t have to mean learning complicated sound design from scratch — it could mean having an idea that doesn’t require complicated sound design. This can be as simple as not having complicated action scenes, or having those scenes occur ”offscreen.”

My favorite example of this is Inn Between, which follows a band of fantasy adventurers between their adventures. The fighting happens mostly between episodes, and listeners get to hear the debrief between the fights, which happens at an inn. It’s a very clever concept!

Ultimately, it’ll be easier to make your concept work for your production instead of the other way around. Know how you want your piece to sound before you lock down the concept, so that you can change your story idea before you’re stuck. This could mean changing the genre, removing a few characters, adding a narrator, removing some episodes, or adding a framing device.

Playing with Genre

Sometimes complicated sound design is limited by genre. The Bright Sessions, a slice of life/urban sci-fi, features a first season made almost exclusively out of recorded therapy sessions. People sit and talk, and connections (and a plot) are slowly revealed through these meetings. There were usually no more than two people in a room, they rarely moved around, and they mostly just talked. Intense sound design would have been out of place. But the conversions were fascinating!

However, sound design can also be complicated by genre. If you don’t have sound design experience in another field, you probably shouldn’t do an action-based space opera for your first show. This genre relies heavily on sound effects and requires a large amount of sound design. Your choice of genre could determine what you need to prepare for. For example, if you’re making a musical audio drama, you’ll need skills you otherwise could go without.

Your genre will guide your audience’s expectations, which means it controls, in part, what a listener expects from your show. If having listeners is important to you, then you have to cater to their expectations on some level so that they stick with your production.

Slice of Life media can be down to earth and simple. You can also combine Slice of Life with other genres too (like fantasy, in the case of my show Sidequesting). A mystery show needs a mystery and people to solve it, but it can take place anywhere, even in a single room. Horror shows can have a very simple setup, as long as there is something scary.  In genres like this, the audience isn’t expecting something big and grand. It doesn’t mean you’re limited to a small and unimpressive set, but rather that the audience won’t be disappointed to see (or in our case, hear) a set like this.

Meanwhile, if you’re attempting something in the action/thriller department, there better be action and it better be thrilling. An Epic Fantasy needs to be fantasy that is epic. If the genre of your story demands large set pieces and sweeping orchestral music and dramatic monologues — you need to be prepared to do them.

Let’s put it this way: How would you feel if you sat down for a James Bond movie and Daniel Craig walked around a house trying to solve a murder? Probably like you made popcorn for nothing. If Knives Out had a scene where Daniel Craig climbed the side of a high-rise, you’d probably wonder if you put the wrong movie on.

The genre of your audio drama doesn’t decide what you have to do, but it decides what a listener expects to happen. Meet (or subvert) those expectations, or face disappointment.

Have the Skills and Tools for Your Idea

Sometimes to make a good show you must kill your darlings, and sometimes those darlings are ambitious action scenes. Because you don’t need action scenes to have a good audio drama. In fact, having confusing, poorly sound designed action scenes is often worse than having none at all.

If your idea is too ambitious, you should scale back, or your audio drama is going to fall short. “Too ambitious” means the skills you presently have on hand cannot meet the concept in your head. Sound effects or music may not be quite right, scenes may be confusing or boring, and most crucially, your audience will be disappointed and stop listening to your work.

Defining the scope of your audio drama means more than just working out how you’re managing the visuals. It also means working with what you have on hand. The tools to bring your idea to life should be accessible for you right now. This goes beyond action scenes vs. no action scenes.

For example, if you don’t have a good microphone or the funds to get one (and you’re planning on using that mic in the podcast), consider setting up your show so that it works with less-than-great audio. You could use a framing device: perhaps a character is recording in-universe, and they don’t have access to a great mic. Or maybe this is an old recording on a cassette tape that’s just been unearthed. Perhaps it's a transmission from an alien planet.

Some examples of audio dramas with a framing device are:

	Welcome to Night Vale

	Stories from Ylelmore

	Podcube

	Shelterwood

	The Black Tapes

	The Bright Sessions

	Less is Morgue


Maybe the characters are communicating over the phone


	Dining in the Void

	Wolf 359

	Startripper!!

	Girl in Space

	What Will Be Here?














	Two- to five-minute episodes: InCo, Falling Forward, some episodes of Re: Dracula

	Ten- to 15-minute episodes: Sidequesting, Someone Dies In This Elevator, Inn Between, The Goblet Wire, Absolutely No Adventures

	30- to 45-minute episodes: Tales of the Echowood, VALENCE, The Holmwood Foundation, Starship Q Star, The Harbingers

	1-hour (or longer) episodes: Some episodes of Re: Dracula, Edict Zero FIS
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