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            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      I remember lying in bed aged nine listening to my story tapes as the rain pattered down on the windows outside. I was cozy in my room under the blankets, but my imagination was far away in the Kingdom of Ruritania as the story of The Prisoner of Zenda played on. Until, of course, I had to turn the tape over!

      I also loved Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf — I can still hear the music — but my local library had a tiny selection of tapes, so I had to listen to the same stories over and over again.

      Books on tape were limited by the cost of production — studios, audio equipment, sound engineers, narrators, physical production — as well as the format itself, which meant that books were often abridged to fit into boxes. They had to be physically packaged, shipped, stored, and shelved, so the market was limited.

      But now, those limitations are gone.

      The cost of production and distribution has come down dramatically. Audio equipment is a lot cheaper than it once was, and you can record in a home studio or hire a professional narrator and producer for a reasonable rate.

      Smartphones and streaming audio in cars and homes mean that the physical distribution of audiobooks is no longer necessary, and the rise of podcasts has led to more people consuming audio. Length is no longer a problem, and there are ever-expanding opportunities for global distribution. Libraries don’t need to physically stock boxes of tapes anymore. They can have unlimited audio in their catalogs and even use pricing like the pay-per-checkout model, which is great for authors and also fantastic for readers, and those kids — like me in the 80s — who love listening to stories.

      We are part of a renaissance in audio creativity and consumption, and it’s an exciting time to be in the market!

      Who am I?

      I’m Joanna Penn, non-fiction author and award-nominated thriller writer under J.F.Penn, international speaker and award-winning creative entrepreneur. I started The Creative Penn Podcast in 2009. At the time of writing, it has been downloaded over four million times across 222 countries. I licensed my first audiobooks in 2013 and started recording my own non-fiction in 2015. In 2019, I started a second podcast, Books and Travel. I’ve edited and produced my own audio and also worked with professional freelancers. I’ve been a host and a guest on hundreds of shows, and as an avid reader, I listen to podcasts and audiobooks almost every day. Yes, I’m an audio junkie, and in this book, I’ll show you the possibilities ahead.

      Part 1 discusses audiobooks and everything you need to write and adapt your writing for audio, work with professional narrators or self-narrate, license your rights or independently publish your audiobook, and tips for marketing.

      Part 2 delves into the world of podcasting and why it’s such a great medium for authors, how to pitch and be a fantastic guest, as well as how to start your own show if that’s your goal.

      Part 3 covers voice technologies, including dictation and voice-led writing, voice assistants, smart speakers, optimizing for voice search, and a glimpse of a possible future where artificial intelligence enhances what is possible for audio creators and publishers.

      Chapter notes, references and resources are included in the Appendices and on the download page at: TheCreativePenn.com/audiobookdownload

      I hope you find this book useful on your journey into audio creativity.

      
        
        Note: There are affiliate links within this book to products and services that I recommend and use personally. This means that I receive a small percentage of sales at no extra cost to you, and in some cases, you may receive a discount for using my links. I only recommend products and services that I believe are great for authors, so I hope you find them useful.

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Why audio? Why now?

          

        

      

    

    
      The advent of mobile and streaming internet speeds alongside cheap technology for creation and consumption have exploded the potential for audio in the last decade, and it just keeps getting better. Here are some recent headlines:

      
        	The Audio Publishers Association reports seven years of double-digit revenue growth for audiobooks in the USA.

        	The Independent reports that audiobook sales are predicted to overtake ebook sales in the UK in 2020.

        	Tom Webster, Senior Vice President at Edison Research noted, “This is a watershed moment for podcasting — a true milestone. With over half of Americans 12+ saying that they have listened to a podcast, the medium has firmly crossed into the mainstream.”

        	According to the Edison Infinite Dial Report, “time spent listening to online audio reached a record high in 2019, with weekly online audio listeners reporting an average of nearly 17 hours of listening in the last week.”

      

      There is clearly a growing demand for audio in all kinds of formats, and as creators, we are well placed to take advantage of this shift in consumer behavior.

      Audiobooks are the fastest-growing segment of the publishing market, and more opportunities arise every month for authors who want to get their books into the format. We can license our audiobook rights, work with professional narrators, or learn how to narrate our own work, distributing audiobooks through an ever-growing network of mobile applications to increase revenue.

      We can start a podcast or appear as an interview guest on other people’s shows to reach readers directly and spread the word about our books. We can build trust and a more intimate relationship with listeners by using our voices, which are far more personal than words on a page.

      Audio will help you stand out

      
        
        “We’re moving inexorably toward a subscription-driven, human-driven, emotion-driven, ad-free, funnel-free, big brand loyalty-free world.”

        Mark W Schaefer, Marketing Rebellion

      

      

      The written word is an increasingly crowded marketplace. There are more books published every day alongside many thousands of articles and many millions of social media updates.

      At the same time, people are listening to more podcasts and audiobooks, making time for consumption in their busy lives while doing other things.

      If your book is available in audio, you can potentially reach these readers with your words, and even your spoken voice if you self-narrate. The audiobook space is nowhere near as crowded as the market for ebooks or print, because the cost of entry is still much higher than converting text to a digital file.

      An author who performs well is memorable — whether that is live at an event or on a podcast interview about their book. But good performance takes practice, and many authors prefer to create alone, and stay away from book marketing. I understand that feeling, but if you want to reach readers and sell books, you need to step outside your comfort zone and meet people where they are.

      If you build a connection with readers, you will sell more books, because voice fosters a relationship. Listeners feel like they know you, like you and trust you, and that is an authentic way to stand out in a noisy world.

      This book is intended to push you out of your comfort zone, because the world is changing, and there are more ways to reach readers through audio than ever before. The time is now for embracing audio, so I hope you will join me on the journey.
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      This book includes different kinds of audio because it’s not just about one finished product — the audiobook. It’s more about an ecosystem of audio that suits a particular type of consumer. Here’s an example.

      A typical day in my household

      I make breakfast while listening to a news briefing, a micro-podcast of around eight minutes, on my phone. As I’m about to walk to my writing café, I ask Siri on my Apple Watch, “What’s the weather like today?” so I can decide on what coat to wear and whether to take an umbrella.

      I listen to a podcast on my 20-minute walk to the writing café and either continue the podcast on the way back or listen to some of an audiobook. While listening to a podcast interview, the author mentions their book, so I add it to my Wish List on the Audible app, or my To Do list if it’s not in audio format. I used to read non-fiction in ebook format, but now I listen to audiobooks and buy the print edition as well if I want to take notes. I like to learn fast, so I listen to both audiobooks and podcasts at 1.25 or 1.5x speed. Normal speed is just too slow for me now.

      My husband works in his office in the loft and uses an Apple HomePod to listen to music or play podcasts during his workday. He also uses it to call his mum in New Zealand.

      One of us will prepare dinner while listening to an audiobook or podcast, and the other one will clear up while doing the same.

      In bed before sleeping, I read fiction on my Kindle, but my husband listens to a fantasy audiobook to relax. He loves the long epic fantasy audiobooks of 30+ hours and will consume huge series for weeks at a time.

      Other common daily situations

      Our household is child-free and car-free by choice, but of course, there are many other times when people want to listen to audio. The Audio Publishers Association reported at Frankfurt Book Fair 2019 that most US audiobook listeners consume audiobooks while driving, at home, traveling, and exercising, while some also listened at work.

      A commuter drives for 45 minutes each way every weekday and listens to podcasts and audiobooks, or uses Spotify to recommend a drive-time mix of personalized audio content. Google Auto, Apple Carplay, and Amazon Alexa make it easy to stream audio in cars.

      Whispersync technology means that you can be reading on your phone or device at breakfast, then get in your car and continue listening where you stopped reading, and when you get home, cook dinner while listening again, all without losing your place.

      A child comes home from school and asks a smart speaker in the home to read a story or play a favorite song. They no longer have to bug mum or dad to read to them or find the song on their phone. They can just ask the smart speaker. Parents are also happier for children to interact with an audio-first device, as it means less screen time.

      An older person at home alone all day asks their voice assistant to play their favorite radio station or call their daughter for a chat.

      A library user logs into the local website, checks out a digital audiobook from the comfort of home, and starts listening straight away.

      You are not necessarily your market

      Your goal is to have your books available to those who choose an audio-first ecosystem even if you don’t behave this way yourself.

      Consider how an audio-first consumer might come upon your work. I mainly discover non-fiction books through podcasts, and I prefer to buy them in audio format. If you have a non-fiction book that might be relevant to me, I am unlikely to discover it unless you have some kind of audio presence. You are virtually invisible to me as a consumer. If you write huge fantasy series and your books are not in audio, you are missing out on a dedicated reader like my husband. We are just two people in a growing audio-first market, so who are you failing to reach?

      Think wide distribution. Think global, digital, and mobile

      It’s important to remember that audiobooks are not just about Audible, and podcasting is not just about Apple Podcasts. The digital audio ecosystem might have started in the US, but these days, it is much wider, and things are changing all the time.

      Listeners can choose to consume audiobooks through sites like Storytel, Kobo Audio, Scribd or Google Play as well as checking them out through library systems like Hoopla or OverDrive. Listeners in Africa can choose Streetlib or Publiseer, and there are many more emerging options.

      In terms of podcasting, listeners in the US overwhelmingly use Apple Podcasts, whereas Spotify is the leading podcast platform in Germany. Google Podcasts are now available as the default on Android devices, which make up 78% of the global mobile market share, according to Libsyn data presented at Podcast Movement 2019.

      Some listeners even prefer YouTube for audio-only content, since many use the platform for music, and it makes sense to prefer a specific platform as it learns your preferences over time.

      The audio ecosystem is global, so make sure your work is available everywhere.

      Sell more books through an audio-first ecosystem

      We are authors. We want to sell more books and reach more readers with our stories and ideas. We also want to make more income. Considering the audio-first environment will help you with these goals because it’s not just about having one audiobook or appearing on one podcast episode. It truly is an ecosystem that builds over time.

      You need to have multiple audiobooks available so people can buy, borrow, or download as part of their subscription. You can use samples of your audio on social media as well as embedded in your website with shareable images alongside links to your audiobooks.

      Maybe you have your own podcast, or at least you appear on other shows to talk about your expertise or your story. When someone asks where they can find you and your books, your call to action includes an audio option because a listener always wants more audio.

      Widen your perspective to include the audio-first consumer and consider how you might reach the fastest-growing segment in publishing as it continues to grow in the coming years.

      Questions:

      
        	What is your audio behavior like right now? How has it changed over time?

        	What are some examples of the audio ecosystem that you have experienced yourself or noticed in others? What devices do people use around you? What situations do people listen in?

        	How can you widen your perspective to include a global, digital, audio-first consumer?
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      In this chapter, I address some of the resistance that authors have toward audio and explore how you can shift your mindset and embrace the opportunities ahead.

      “Audio is too technical.”

      You don’t have to create audio yourself. You can appear as a guest on a podcast, and all you need is an internet connection as the host will do the recording, edits, and production. A separate microphone and headset will make the audio quality better, but you can get started without them.

      You can also use an app on your phone to create audio. Most come with some kind of native recorder, but there are also lots of other options you can play with. Just press record and speak. This is a great way to practice, as you can delete the file, and no one will ever hear it.

      If you want to create audio yourself, you can learn the skills over time. You learned how to do everything else in your life, so why not audio? You can also hire professional narrators, sound engineers, and others who know how to create audio, so the level of technicality is really up to you. Start with the basics and improve over time.

      “Audio is too expensive.”

      It can be as expensive as you want it to be. Some people geek out on technical equipment, but as above, you can podcast with just an internet connection and a phone. You don’t have to invest in a microphone, a home sound booth, or specific software. All that can come later if you need it and even then, I’ve used the same microphone for years, and it was less than $100. I also started out using free audio software, Audacity.

      In terms of audiobooks, if you’re not narrating them yourself, you can do royalty-split deals where you pay nothing upfront and share royalties with the narrator over time instead.

      Investment in audio certainly takes time, but it doesn’t need to cost a lot of money.

      “I’m introverted, shy, or have social anxiety.”

      Introversion, shyness, and social anxiety are not the same things, but I group them here as they form a kind of spectrum.

      I’m an introvert, defined as someone who gets energy from being alone and finds interaction with others tiring. I am not shy, but sometimes I think I have a form of social anxiety as I struggle with large groups and will often leave if I feel overwhelmed.

      As an introvert, I love podcasting because it’s usually just a one-on-one conversation with another professional, and I am alone in my home office when it happens. I don’t have to go anywhere or see anyone. When narrating my own audiobooks, I’m alone in my sound booth, so both situations are perfect for introvert creators.

      If you’re shy or have social anxiety, you may still find the idea of an online conversation difficult. You have to decide whether it’s worth addressing your fears and stepping outside your comfort zone in order to achieve your goals. I still have heart palpitations before interviews and often have to do some breathing exercises to calm my nerves, but it’s definitely worth it.

      “Audio takes time away from my ‘real’ creative work.”

      At the time of writing, The Creative Penn Podcast has been downloaded over four million times by listeners in 222 countries.

      I have sold books in 136 countries and have certainly sold fewer than four million copies, so my podcast has reached more people than my books. I get emails every day from listeners who say that the show has changed their lives and helped them release their books into the world, so it clearly has an impact.

      I may have started my show as a way to learn, meet other authors and market my books, but it has turned into an essential part of my creative body of work — just as important as my non-fiction books, perhaps even more so.

      Every show starts with the written word, and for my solo episodes, I create specifically for audio-first. I am even writing a travel memoir through podcast episodes on Books and Travel.

      The process of editing for audio narration has helped me become a better writer and improved my creative work. You have to think about language, sound, and how words will land on the ear of the listener. You have to expand your vocabulary to avoid repetition. You have to structure the flow of the book carefully, and much more, as covered in chapter 1.2. You can also create straight for audio specifically by writing scripts, audio originals, podcast fiction, or narrative non-fiction. There is no limit to creative possibility, and audio is just another medium to consider.

      “I hate my voice.”

      This is one of the most common reasons that authors don’t want to get into audio, so I’m going to be blunt.

      It doesn’t matter what you think.

      It’s not about you. It’s about the listener.

      They are the ones who get to judge — and they will judge. Some people will turn off because they don’t connect with your voice, but others will carry on listening because they enjoy it.

      Take comfort in the fact that you cannot even hear your voice in the same way as other people do. When you speak, your vocal cords set off sound waves that vibrate inside your skull, whereas other people hear the sound externally. Of course, you can listen to a recording, but you will still hear it differently to other people because you have already pre-judged yourself.

      Get over it!

      Learn to love what you have and make the most of your voice.

      Of course, you can get voice coaching if you want to improve, but it’s worth giving it a go first because, in all likelihood, you are judging yourself too harshly.

      “I have a distinctive accent.”

      We all have accents because we all come from different places, but usually when someone thinks this way, there are two different possibilities. The first is a native English speaker with a distinctive tone, for example, Scottish or Australian.

      The other kind is when the speaker has English as a second language. There is a distinctive accent because of where they come from originally. Even if someone is fluent in English, there will still be an accent.

      Both of these have benefits, as they can make you stand out from the crowd when narrating your own work or as a guest or host on podcasts. Those who enjoy your accent will love it. Those who don’t will just turn off.

      In the past, the BBC in the UK would only allow Received Pronunciation (RP), commonly known as the Queen’s English, on its programs. But in recent years, even the BBC has embraced regional accents, and now it’s more likely that you will hear diverse voices on the radio and TV than RP. So, if you have any kind of accent, you are in good company.

      If you are worried that you can’t be understood, record yourself and ask some of your target audience to comment. Again, you can get voice coaching, but if your target market enjoys your voice, then it shouldn’t be a problem.

      “I don’t listen to audiobooks or podcasts, so why would I bother creating them?”

      Since you’re reading this book, I presume you’re in some way convinced that you need to think about audio as an author in terms of selling more books and reaching more readers. I would also suggest that you start listening to some, even just to test out the various options and see what people are creating out there. It might give you some great ideas!

      Questions:

      
        	What is stopping you from doing audio?

        	How can you shift your mindset to embrace the possibilities of the audio ecosystem?
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      There are different types of audiobooks and various reasons for people to listen to them. This is important to understand, so you don’t compare your book to another that might serve a different niche. The audio ecosystem is broad, and your work will fit somewhere.

      Here are some of the different types of audiobooks.

      (1) Books read by a famous actor or voice talent

      If the narrator is Stephen Fry or Miriam Margolyes, then you might buy the book for the pleasure of their performance regardless of the content. There might also be a voice talent in your niche that you love listening to, and many narrators have fans who buy books just to hear them speak.

      (2) Books read by the author — they might be famous, they might not be!

      Some audiobooks are naturally better when read by the author, for example, famous memoirs like Who Am I, Again? by Lenny Henry or Born a Crime by Trevor Noah, both of whom use accents to portray their history and bring a richness that no third-party narrator could ever deliver. This category also includes humorous books by stand-up comedians and personal non-fiction where the author has an existing audience through a podcast or TV show.

      I love listening to audiobooks read by the author, even if they have some imperfections. Thriller author Scott Sigler’s rendition of Infected, Stephen King’s On Writing, Women who Run with the Wolves by Clarissa Pinkola Estes, and Big Magic by Elizabeth Gilbert are just some examples.

      Some authors will do different accents for characters, and others will do a straight read. Both can work well. Distinctive accents and under-represented voices are also important in this niche.

      (3) Full-cast production audio with sound effects

      This is immersive entertainment and expensive to produce, but it can be spectacular if done well. BBC Radio Drama has been a world leader in this niche for many years, and now internet first companies have added to the content available. Audible Originals has a number of these productions, including War of the Worlds, Alien: Sea of Sorrows, and Jane Austen’s Emma.

      There are also serial audiobook productions that are more like podcasts in that you download episodes per story, for example, Six Degrees of Assassination, a 10-part audio drama by MJ Arlidge.

      (4) Audio for information, entertainment, or inspiration — as long as the narrator is bearable, it’s all good!

      Recently, I had lunch with a friend of mine from university. She’s a working mum with young kids who spends a lot of time in her car or on the train, and she’s always busy at home. She loves to read, but if a book is not in audio, she won’t even consider it. She only has time to read while doing other things.

      She is studying for a degree and wants her textbooks and academic journals in audio. She would be happy to listen to books in an AI voice as she cares about the content, not the narrator in this context.

      I have the same attitude for much of my listening, and I often use 1.5x speed to consume books faster. I find ‘normal’ narration speed too slow in general, but I will change the setting for books with beautiful language or performance poetry, for example, Underland by Robert Macfarlane or Brand New Ancients by Kate Tempest.
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      Audiobooks differ in terms of their production type, but also in when and why someone might listen. For example, I listen to non-fiction audio for information when I’m walking, doing chores, or exercising. I also enjoy full-cast audio drama when I’m tired and want entertainment but no more screen time. Understanding the different types of audiobook will help you decide where yours might fit and also to be aware of the opportunities available for audio creation.

      Questions:

      
        	What are the different types of audiobook?

        	Where might your work fit into the ecosystem?

        	Go to your preferred audiobook store online and sample some of the different types of audiobooks to see what you enjoy. You can sample for free, so it’s worth trying a broad range.
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        “When you’re editing, think of your book as a script for performance. Practice reading it aloud – it’ll help you pick up edits to improve the clarity and flow.”

        Jules Horne, Writing for Audiobooks: Audio First for Flow and Impact

        

      

      Some books are more suited to audio than others. Some can be performed with no adaptation at all, whereas others will need to be adapted specifically for the format.

      If your book is narrative with mostly text, then it will likely be fine for a straight read. But if it’s a scientific textbook full of diagrams and tables, or designed for a specific physical layout, like a graphic novel, then it will need adaptation.

      Adapting and editing your work for audio can improve your writing

      An audiobook has two voices — the voice of the writer from the text and the voice of the narrator. Both have to be resonant, but even a fantastic narrator can’t make a poorly written book sound good, so you need to write in a way that enables a great performance.

      If you have licensed your book for audio, you won’t be able to update the text. It will be performed as is. But if you’re an independent author, you can edit your existing work for audio, or you can use these tips to edit before publication to ensure your audiobook is a great experience.

      One of my favorite audiobooks is Underland by Robert MacFarlane, narrated by Roy McMillan. It’s narrative non-fiction, but the writing is almost poetic in its resonance. It makes me want to become a better writer so I can produce something as beautiful. This is why writing for audio is exciting — because it makes us better at the craft, and that can only be a good thing!

      Of course, not all writing should be poetic or literary, and my own thrillers are fast-paced and plot-driven, but it’s an example of what is possible.

      Start by reading a chapter or two out loud and listen to how it sounds

      Writing for the ear is different from writing for the eyes and calls for different skills. Words on the page don’t stand out as much as those read aloud. You can use text-to-speech software like Natural Reader if you don’t want to read it yourself, but you need to train your ear to listen for what works and what doesn’t.

      Don’t confuse the reader

      The listening experience is linear, so you need to ensure you keep forward movement without confusing the listener. Of course, chapters can be wound back, but many listeners will be in the middle of something else like driving, cooking, or exercising, so most will just continue on. If you lose the thread of forward motion for too long, the listener may turn off altogether.

      Watch out for repeated sounds

      The editorial process will usually catch repeated written words but similar sounding words can hit the same audio note in narration. You might not have noticed them in the text as they are spelled differently. For example, the words you, blue, tattoo, and interview all start and end with different letters. They look different on the page, but they strike the same note when read aloud.

      In the same way, repetition can work if you have a point to make, but sometimes it can be jarring to the listener if it is done too much.

      Break up long sentences with multiple sub-clauses

      These may be difficult for the narrator — as they have to breathe somewhere — and also hard to follow for the reader. Consider splitting into shorter sentences or adding commas where appropriate.

      Back matter

      Appendices, Acknowledgements and other back matter are not read as part of the audiobook, so if there is something you specifically want included, then make sure it is in the body of the manuscript. This is why I’ve included the references for this book in an Appendix rather than at the end of each chapter.

      Specific issues with fiction

      A classic recommendation for writing dialogue in fiction is to use ‘said’ with a character name rather than other words like ‘uttered’ or ‘pronounced.’ This is because ‘said’ almost disappears for a reader on the page and is scarcely noticed, although its meaning is understood.

      However, with audio, the repetition of a word is highly noticeable and repeated sounds can dominate a passage. Rewrite with synonyms for ‘said,’ or use action to make it clear who the speaker is without resorting to dialogue tags.

      Contractions — or the lack of them — can also become more obvious in audio. For example, “I am not going to the park,” might be spoken as “I’m not going to the park.” When we type dialogue, it might be

      
      
      
      
        
        
        
      

      

      Specific issues with non-fiction

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
        
        

      

      Opening and closing credits
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      Writing for audio-first

      
      
      Questions:

      
        	How much adaptation will your book need for audio?

        	Why is editing and adapting your work a good idea?

        	What are some of the things to consider specifically for fiction?

        	What are some of the things to consider specifically for non-fiction?

        	What are the possibilities for audio-first writing?
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