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Introduction

No one really knows how many songwriters there are in the United States. We do know that there are roughly 300,000 writer-members of the three primary performing rights organizations—BMI, ASCAP, and SESAC. These are the groups that collect royalty income for songwriters whose work is played on the radio or television. The figure expands significantly when you add the countless aspiring writers who’ve not yet had their work played anywhere, kids in garage bands across the nation, or your uncle Harry, who’s busy concocting another party-stopping ditty for next year’s holiday get-together.

Suffice it to say, whether you’re an accomplished professional, an amateur with grand ambitions, or a musical weekend warrior, you are not alone. There’s close to half a million people out there who share the dream.

At the same time, a glance at Billboard magazine on any given week reveals roughly 275 singles on the major charts (country, urban, pop, rock, and Latin). Each week, approximately twenty of those songs are new releases, hitting one of the charts for the first time. Some will have staying power and continue to climb upward as their popularity increases. Others will drop off the charts a week later, never to be heard from again. Nevertheless, that’s about a thousand new songs entering the charts each year.

Given those numbers, you would hardly expect to find people in the music industry wanting for songs. If there’s only room for a thousand titles on the charts annually, the industry hardly needs 500,000 songwriters to supply them. In the very best of cases, less than 1 percent of the songwriters in the country will have charting singles in any given year.

Yet if one were to pick up the phone this afternoon and call a handful of music industry professionals—record company presidents, producers, publishers, or artist managers—and ask them what they need, the same reply would come back, over and over again: “Songs! I need a song for …”

This is not conjecture. As an A&R person, the notorious music-business executive responsible for selecting the material an artist should record, I know firsthand the constant pressure to unearth new songs. Indeed, even after twelve to eighteen months of working on an album, after the recording of twenty, thirty, even as many as ninety songs during the process, many labels and artists are forced to postpone record releases and put projects on hold, while the search continues for “just one more song …”

What’s going on here? Why would an industry find itself searching desperately for the one thing it would seem to have plenty of, all while songwriters face overwhelming odds in the quest to have one of their songs recorded? The answer lies in a breakdown in the chain of supply and demand. The songwriters are supplying the songs. The industry is demanding something else entirely.

No artist, manager, or A&R person searches for just any song. None searches for even a good song. Everyone is looking for a hit song. Unfortunately, most songwriters, and many A&R people, don’t exactly know what a hit song is. Fewer still have figured out how to construct one.

This is the bad news. The good news is that for those select few who have studied the craft of songwriting long enough to discern what separates great from good, the rewards are high indeed.

Let’s take another look at Billboard. In examining the writer credits on those 275 charting singles in any particular week, we will find the same names cropping up more than once. In fact, there are usually twenty-five to thirty writers who have more than one song on the charts at the same time. This is quite remarkable.

If the chances of landing even one song on the charts are less than 1 percent, how can twenty-five to thirty people each week have several? In fact, some top writers may have three or four songs charting simultaneously.

What explains this? Is it simply a matter of exceptional talent? Certainly, that must be one factor. But most of us in the record business have seen dozens of immensely gifted people release highly touted records and fail to achieve even a glimmer of commercial success. Talent alone is not a ticket to the top of the Hot 100. Is it luck? Doubtful. Luck may land a songwriter one successful song, once in his or her career, but it won’t put four songs on the chart in the same week.

If you’ve ever tried to meet someone at a restaurant whom you’re seeing for the first time, you’ve learned that it helps to have an idea of what he or she looks like. Knowledge is power, and that’s especially true when you’re chasing something as elusive as a hit song. Songwriters who turn up on the charts again and again know something that most others do not. They understand what makes a hit record. Once they have that knowledge, they can repeat the success that escapes 99 percent of their peers.

The primary objective of The Billboard Guide to Writing and Producing Songs That Sell is to give you the information you need to go from being a “songwriter” to a “hit maker.” Whether you are a novice or have been working at your craft for years, to create songs that sell, you have to understand and recognize the nature of a hit song, the role it plays in the music industry, and what it takes to put a song on the radio or to turn an unknown artist into a superstar. No matter what genre you call your own, be it pop, rock, country, hip-hop, R&B, or adult contemporary, you must adapt the perspective of a chart-topping writer and producer and discover the time-tested formulas that lie at the heart of commercial success.

This is not a book about the fundamental technique of songwriting. There are more than enough of those already in existence, and I would encourage you to study them. Our goal is to reinterpret the basics of composition and lyric writing, by approaching each step with the insight and exacting standards of an industry professional. Then we’ll go even further, to examine the all-important hook, where melody, lyric, and rhythm combine to create the twist that can turn your song into a hit.

But can it be done? Aren’t we really trying to capture lightning in a bottle? Isn’t the process by which something gains the fickle favor of the public really a mystery, even to those responsible for putting the wheels in motion? Some would certainly have us believe so.

Brandon Tartikoff, the legendary television executive responsible for The Cosby Show, Miami Vice, Cheers, and LA Law, once said, “All hits are flukes.” This is not an uncommon sentiment in the record business as well. Ask A&R people to define a hit, and many will raise their eyebrows and assure you that there’s no formula and that no one can really predict what will be successful. The irony is that the person telling you this is paid a substantial salary precisely because of his or her supposed ability to pick hits. If hits are entirely random and unpredictable, a company hardly needs a staff of executives to go out and find them.

The truth is, those who have long-term success in the music industry do so by picking hit songs and artists with at least some frequency. There must be more than guesswork involved. Through the years, most thriving record executives, managers, and publishers inevitably develop some method by which they can measure a song’s chances for success. And while no two people’s criteria will be exactly the same, the final judgments reached by industry insiders are often remarkably uniform as to a song’s strengths, weaknesses, and overall potential in the marketplace.

The problem is that many people in the industry can’t articulate the factors that determine their judgments. That old fallback, “I’ll know it when I hear it,” simply means that for many decision makers in the music business, the process of picking hits is more unconscious than conscious.

For the songwriter faced with the challenge of creating those winning songs, luck and instinct are not enough. By uncovering the logic behind the intuition, and defining the elements that determine commercial success, The Billboard Guide to Writing and Producing Songs That Sell can not only help you to understand exactly what a hit song is, but it can show you how to write one, with the craftsmanship and confidence of a proven hit maker.

In Part One, “How a Song Becomes a Hit,” we’ll explore areas usually ignored in books about songwriting: the worlds of A&R, radio, and music marketing. In these arenas, the decisions are made as to which songs get heard and which artists break through to success. Before you start writing or rewriting, it’s essential to learn what a record label A&R person, a radio music director, or music marketer needs for your song to succeed in the fiercely competitive environment of today’s music industry.

In Part Two, “The Hit Formula,” we’ll expand our perspective to look at what makes a hit song work its magic, finding the balance between surprise and familiarity, form and substance, timeless emotion and up-to-the minute fashion. The formulas for successful songwriting are as old as Leiber & Stoller and Motown, and as fresh as today’s Top 10. As much as popular music styles may change, the recipes for a hit remain as constant as the foundations of music itself.

Finally, in Part Three, “Write Your Own Hit,” we’ll bring a hit-maker’s perspective to the fundamental elements of songwriting: melody, rhythm, lyrics, and the all-important “hook.” It’s not enough to understand what a hit song is, or even how one is made. Sooner or later, you want to write one for yourself—or to reinvestigate one of your existing songs and maximize its hit potential. Creating a song that can climb the charts, and maybe even become a classic, means testing and refining each element until it meets the highest creative standard.

Throughout this book, you’ll find “Inside Track” profiles of industry movers and shakers. Here, we’ll identify and articulate the qualities that influence A&R people, managers, radio programmers, producers, and promotion executives to give a song the all-important thumbs-up. “Gut instinct” is not an inherently irrational process, only an inarticulate one. I’ve challenged some of the most influential people in the business to discover what determines their immediate reaction to a song and then asked them to offer their own advice to aspiring songwriters.

This book will also guide you through specific exercises, the “Songwriter’s Challenge,” that you can apply to your own music. Taken together, this series of hands-on, proactive approaches aims to help you look at your work in a new light, inspire you to think and create in ways you haven’t before, and transform a “good” song into a career-making record.

By now, you’re either eagerly skipping ahead to chapter one, or you’ve got one last question: “Why all the emphasis on hits? Isn’t it a rather narrow, overly commercial way to define success in songwriting? Surely, there is more to any artist than just the hit singles.” Indeed, there is. But for those who wish to make their living in the music industry, hits are what matter.

Hits can accomplish what a thousand interesting, pleasant, or experimental album tracks cannot. Hits have impact! Only hits can transform an unknown artist into a worldwide celebrity almost overnight. Whether it’s “Heartbreak Hotel” for Elvis Presley, or “I Wanna Hold Your Hand” for The Beatles, or “Sugar, We’re Goin Down” for Fall Out Boy, nothing else can connect an artist to his or her audience like that one song that seizes the moment and galvanizes the public.

This matters more today than ever before. As the downloading phenomenon continues to accelerate the demise of the CD format, the music industry is in some sense reverting to its roots. Not since the early 1960s has the industry been as “single”-focused as it is today. The quirky, left-of-center “album cut” that once served to round out an artistic statement on a twelve-song CD is quickly becoming obsolete, now relegated to the lonely nether regions of the iTunes music store. As indicated by the growth in single-song downloads, the skyrocketing ringtone business, and the continued popularity of compilations like Now That’s What I Call Music, it’s clear that today’s consumer is deciding on a song-by-song basis what music he or she wishes to buy.

An artist can no longer plan on establishing an identity across a ten-song concept album or through three years of touring around each small market in the country. A statement that establishes who the artist is, and why he or she matters, must be made in one song—a song strong enough to penetrate a competitive field that now includes every band on MySpace.com. The old saw about “You’re only as good as your last hit” has never been as true as today.

Still, there is a better, and deeper, answer to the question, “Why all the emphasis on hits?” It goes right to the core of why a songwriter pursues the challenge of making music. Ultimately, a songwriter must decide what motivates his or her creativity. Is it a desire for personal expression? Or is it a desire to communicate? They are not the same thing.

Expression simply means saying what you have to say, in exactly the way you wish to say it. It’s a desire that seems to motivate a large portion of today’s artistic community, from amateur songwriters posting half-developed songs on file-sharing sites, to critically lauded underground acts that scrupulously avoid any tint of mainstream acceptance. By that definition, expression is an easily attainable goal, and utterly impossible to judge or critique. If you feel you’ve put across what you want to express, who am I to inform you otherwise? Only you can determine the success of your own personal expression.

However, if your goal is to communicate, you’ve taken on a much larger challenge. You’ve also attempted something that is considerably more objective. You may feel that you’ve communicated an idea or an emotion quite clearly. But in the end, someone else will be the judge. If I, the listener, don’t understand what you’re saying or relate to it, then the message was not communicated with success. Like beauty, communication is largely in the eye of the beholder, not the creator.

In the world of popular music, a hit is the ultimate symbol of successful communication. Miraculously, one song can touch millions of listeners with a message, an emotion, or a melody to remember. While not everyone aspires to communicate at this level, it’s worth at least considering the value of the endeavor.

Certainly, one obvious value of a hit song’s capacity to communicate lies in the financial rewards that mass appeal can offer, which are increasing all the time. With the power to reach people around the world, command a spot on radio playlists for years on end, and spawn videos, toys, tours, ringtones, and Broadway shows, hit songs continue to keep the larger music industry, which includes the music publishing and licensing businesses, alive and growing, even during a time of declining record sales. More important, songs that sell, and continue to sell, keep songwriters prospering, along with their families and heirs, decades after the original record first hit the airwaves.

As a songwriter or artist, your life can be changed by a hit song. It can bring fame and fortune and open career doors that would otherwise remain closed. But beyond all of that, a hit song can change the life of those who hear it. It could be the song that a couple remembers from the night they fell in love or that a future superstar sang at her first talent show. It might be the song that gave inspiration to a desperate man, when no one else could reach him.

Have you ever had a stranger ask what you do for a living? If you told them you were a songwriter, I can guess the response you received: “Really? Ever write anything I might have heard of?” As irritating as the question can be, particularly when the person asking hasn’t turned on a radio in two decades, you can’t escape the truth of it. The history of popular music will be told through hit songs. The legacy of an individual songwriter will be written in much the same way. Hits are the songs that reach across barriers, becoming part of the lives of thousands, or even millions, of strangers around the world. Hits communicate.

When I was a songwriter, my publisher would send me off to each recording session with one terse instruction: “Write a hit.” It was a little daunting, and I seldom lived up to it. Still, it was the right advice. Now I’ll throw down the same challenge to you. Here is your chance to create songs that launch careers, change lives, and leave a lasting mark on the world around us. That’s a tall order. In the upcoming pages, let’s see what it takes to make a hit in today’s music industry.
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CHAPTER ONE
Desperately Seeking Singles
The A&R Perspective

Here’s an old songwriter joke:

Did you hear the one about the blindfolded man identifying the animals at the zoo? The first animal he held in his hands was soft and furry and had what felt like two long ears on its head. “It’s a bunny,” he announced, triumphantly. The next animal was wet and slippery. “A fish,” he declared. Then he was given a snake. “Hmm …” he said. “It’s slick, and slimy, and has no ears. Must be an A&R guy.”

For those songwriters whose interaction with record labels has been limited, it may be useful to explain that A&R refers to “Artist & Repertoire.” The A&R executive is the person at the record company responsible for choosing which artists get signed and which songs get recorded. For songwriters still waiting on a return phone call from an A&R person, the preceding explanation might start to answer that nagging question, What does this guy actually do all day?

Like politicians and sports referees, record company A&R people get more than their share of abuse. Most of the criticism comes from the same songwriters and artists who, only months earlier, were desperately trying to get permission to send in their material and who now find their own career fortunes linked to the judgments of the man or woman behind the desk. At almost every record company, an A&R person is responsible for deciding which songs have the potential to be hits. Having had the job myself, I can assure you that it’s never an easy task.

Because they walk the tightrope between unbridled creativity and corporate responsibility, A&R executives can be maddeningly opinionated, frustratingly indecisive, and utterly incomprehensible, all within one half-hour meeting. Comments like, “I need you to take it to the next level,” or “Let me run it by a few people and I’ll let you know what I think,” can leave songwriters seething on the couch, as the A&R person rushes off to his or her lunch appointment.

Nevertheless, a songwriter, famous or unknown, cannot choose whether to work with A&R people any more than Pedro Martinez can choose to work with an umpire. Someone has to call the balls and strikes, and the hits and misses. The job of a songwriter is to learn to cooperate with A&R. If you do, you will find that the A&R role in the hit-making process is not only inescapable but sometimes invaluable. As is usually the case when it comes to the complexity of human interaction, the first step in building a relationship is empathy.

The songwriter’s challenge is to try to comprehend the world from the A&R side of the desk. As you play your latest and greatest demo, how does the music sound to an industry executive’s ears? Naturally, you’re convinced that your song is a smash. That’s why you’re playing it. Perhaps you’re right.

But here’s a question to consider: Would you bet a million dollars on it?

This is the challenge facing an A&R executive, each time he or she hears a song. Picking a hit is a gamble that can put more than a million dollars at risk, along with professional reputations, job security, years of project development, and an artist’s career. A record guy’s life is not all comped seats and lunches at the Ivy. To call a song a hit is to stand at the edge of the high-diving board and prepare to take the plunge.

Moreover, to declare something a hit is to take that plunge with the knowledge that nine times out of ten, the pool is empty. A veteran music business executive once reminded me that an A&R person could say no to every demo that crossed his or her desk and only be wrong about 1 percent of the time. The truth of the record business is that the vast majority of releases fail to earn back even a reasonable fraction of their cost. It’s the success of a few hits every year that pays for the failure of everything else.

We hope. In recent years, as album sales have dropped precipitously, the industry’s fragile economic situation has raised the stakes for the song-selection process even higher. A&R professionals have less and less room to be wrong. In such an environment, is it any wonder that A&R people often rely inordinately on songwriters who have written hits in the past or on songs that sound like carbon copies of last week’s chart topper?

When I first switched from being a songwriter to working as a music publisher and A&R person, many of my songwriting cronies were eager to know how things looked from the “dark” side. Unfortunately, the one observation most readily apparent from the A&R vantage point was something almost impossible to communicate to another songwriter, even those with years of experience. What A&R people can see that songwriters cannot is the incredible rarity of a genuine hit song. A songwriter believes he or she writes one each week. An A&R person prays to hear one or two a year.

Much of the difficulty lies in language. When most aspiring songwriters use the word hit, they mean “a good song.” When most successful, professional songwriters use the word hit, they mean a “really, really good song.” When A&R people ask for a hit, they are talking about something else entirely.

Hits = Singles

When A&R people use the word hit, they’re talking about “singles.”

More precisely, they’re talking about a “first single.” This is the song that will be released to radio, roughly six weeks before an album is scheduled to appear in stores. For a new artist, this single will be the first announcement to the public of what he or she is all about. For an established artist, the single will offer a preview of the new album’s artistic direction. Every promotional effort, public appearance, and publicity opportunity will shine the spotlight on this one song.

It has been ever thus. Almost from the birth of the music business, single songs have been the force driving the industry. Even with all of the technical innovations, changes in audio formats, and shifts in public tastes and buying patterns over the years, the single has endured as the fundamental vehicle for artist development. By and large, careers in the music business rise and fall on the strength of individual songs.

Of course, with the advent of long-playing records in the 1940s, the balance of power shifted somewhat. By the mid-sixties through the seventies, concept albums like Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band or Dark Side of the Moon established the LP as the primary source of income for record companies, and by the late 1990s, many companies elected to quit selling singles altogether.

Yet, even this development failed to stem the industry’s reliance on the hit song. After all, Sgt. Pepper’s may not have had any singles released from it, but it certainly had its share of classic songs. Pet Sounds was defined by “Sloop John B.” and “Wouldn’t It Be Nice.” Even an alternative act like Nirvana needed “Smells Like Teen Spirit” to propel it to superstardom. Albums may have been the industry’s greatest source of income, but it took hit singles to sell them.

It still does. In fact, with the rise in song-by-song downloading, it’s clear that the audience’s appetite for hit singles is growing, not declining. Fewer listeners are interested in digesting a twelve-song artistic statement from an individual artist. Instead, they are seeking out single songs, just as Top 40 radio listeners have been doing for decades.

Is it any wonder then that A&R people have little patience for “really, really good songs”? That’s not what they need. They’re desperately seeking singles. The sooner songwriters figure out the difference between the two, the sooner they can begin to supply what the music business needs.

What Makes a Single?

On the one hand, a hit can be hard to define. On the other hand, a single has very particular characteristics and fills a very specific function, making it much easier to describe. When you substitute the word single for the word hit, it’s not so hard to understand what those in A&R positions are looking for. What makes a song a single, from an A&R perspective?

Singles Are Up-Tempo

Not always, of course. “Yesterday” was a pretty big hit. But when it comes to the “first single”—that leadoff release that sets up all the subsequent singles for success, including the soft, sensitive ballads—A&R departments want tempo, and plenty of it.

It’s a matter of mathematics. Whether it’s pop, rock, country, or urban music, most radio stations will play three or four up-tempo or mid-tempo records for every one ballad. After all, radio is entertainment, and entertainment needs pacing. Two consecutive slow songs will sap the energy from a show, and listeners will reach for the dial. Three ballads in a row will have drowsy drivers across the city careening into each other. People tune in to the radio looking for a good time, and for radio this means energy, fun, and tempo.

For a record company, this creates a very simple equation. You are three times more likely to get an up-tempo song on the radio than a ballad. If you’re trying to write a song that will get airplay, set your metronome somewhere above ninety beats per minute (bpm) and go from there.

Okay, okay. It’s not quite that simple. Sometimes, the difference between an up-tempo song and a ballad is more a matter of “feel” than actual beats per minute. This is especially true with hip-hop. “In Da Club” by 50 Cent is roughly ninety bpm on the metronome. Yet, no one would mistake it for a ballad. The feel, level of aggressiveness, lyrical approach, and energy immediately establish the song as an up-tempo record. People dance to it in clubs, blast it from car stereos, and bounce to it in their rides. This doesn’t happen with ballads. It’s not hard to tell the difference.

The true test is simply this: Will it add energy to a radio show or pull it down? A first single needs every possible advantage. Tempo is an edge you can’t afford to forfeit.

Singles Fit the Format

Tempo is only one of the considerations when it comes to picking singles that will work at radio. Every radio station adheres to a very specific model, designed to appeal to a carefully targeted audience. If the point of a single is to get on the radio, then most of the time it pays to take the path of least resistance. This means giving each radio station a record that fits into its specific programming format. It means playing by the rules.

Rules rarely sit well with creative people. So if it makes you feel better, think of the following radio rules like lines on a tennis court. The best players play the game very close to the edge. But if you want to be in the game, you have to play within the lines. When it comes to singles, certain rules are all but inviolable.

LENGTH: Singles are under four and a half minutes. If your hit is over 4:45 seconds, you need to edit it. If you don’t, someone else will. If the song can’t be cut down to size, then it’s not a hit. No radio station will play it.

STANDARDS OF DECENCY: It’s true—there aren’t many taboos left. Still, depending on the format, you have to be aware of the language, messages, and subjects that are acceptable. You can get away with a lot more cursing in hip-hop than in the world of adult contemporary. As the Dixie Chicks have learned, certain political messages can be deadly in country music. The question is not whether something is offensive, but rather whether it will offend the specific target audience. Artists ranging from Prince to Loretta Lynn have pushed right up to the boundaries of taste and social acceptability. Nevertheless, no A&R person will be interested in a song that crosses over that line.

STYLE: Listen to the radio, identify the format of the station you believe would play your music, and tailor your hit to appeal directly to that specific audience.

Don’t fight the format.

That means rock songs must rock—and should not combine some country influences and a little bit of hip-hop with a soft, folky introduction. It means urban songs must appeal directly to the core street-level audience and should not require the support of pop radio to connect.

Aside from some college stations manned by sleepy-voiced musicologists eager to follow Howlin’ Wolf with Wolfmother followed by Wolfgang Mozart, most radio stations serve a very narrow audience, with a very narrow selection of music.

As maligned as they often are, radio formats do everyone in the music business a very big favor. They allow artists, record companies, and songwriters to directly target the audience they are trying to reach, without wasting a great deal of time, effort, and money on those who will never react to a particular artist’s work. If every station played all types of music, it would be almost impossible to break a new artist in any significant way. No record label would ever be able to build a critical mass of support among a core audience, without promoting every record to every station all of the time.

A couple of years ago, I was at an A&R meeting where one executive presented a new project for which he had high hopes, explaining that the artist, a young black woman, combined both rock and urban. There were hip-hop beats on the record, but she definitely wasn’t an urban artist. The lyrics had a rock attitude, and some songs had some heavy guitars, but she wasn’t really a rock artist either.

The room fell awkwardly silent. Finally, the president of the company broke in. “I don’t get it,” he said bluntly. “Who is the audience then? Where do we take this? What radio station? What are we going to do with it?”

This is not the reaction any A&R person is looking for. In fact, the artist was dropped from the label roster a month later, before the record was ever released. The phrase in the business is “falling through the cracks.” It’s a lonely place to be.

Singles Are Identifiable

I love this scenario. A songwriter comes in with a rough demo, eager to play Mr. A&R Guy the smash hit written only hours ago. “Can’t wait to hear it,” says Mr. A&R Guy, visions of a promotion to senior vice president dancing in his head. “What’s the title?”

“We’re not sure yet. We’ve got a couple of ideas. We just need to narrow it down,” the songwriter replies.

Huh? Is there not one line that repeats? Is there no part of the chorus that sums up everything that’s come before in one memorable phrase? Is there a chorus at all?

If you aren’t sure of the title,
or can’t remember it, you don’t
have a single.

The hit “Ridin’” by Chamillionaire repeats the phrase “ridin’ dirty” ten times in one chorus (I counted). “You’re Beautiful” by James Blunt repeats the phrase three times at the beginning of every chorus. Even rock songs, which tend to use repetition less than most other styles, usually try to lock in a phrase that’s striking enough to set the song apart. If you, the writer, don’t know what to call the song, neither will Mr. A&R Guy. But you can be sure that he won’t call it a single.

Singles Are Timely

Many of the most timeless hits in popular music were in fact written as a very direct expression of their time. Hendrix’s “Purple Haze” is an enduring classic, but it emerges from a very specific historical and social setting. What could be a more perfect depiction of the Swing Era than “In the Mood”? Could anything but the seventies have inspired “Stayin’ Alive”? This is the accidental genius of pop culture. Things created to capture a moment wind up lasting for generations.

It’s easy to look at the Hot 100 and find songs
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