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B EF ORE Y O U HIT R ECORD

Sync licensing doesn't reward your best song — it rewards your
most useful one. Music supervisors aren't shopping for a hit,
they're shopping for a feeling that fits a scene. Once you write
with that in mind, everything about your process shifts.

This guide is the songwriting companion to my TV + Film
Licensing Guide. That one covers the business side — pitching,
workflow, and expectations. This one is just about the craft:
how | actually approach writing a song that has a real shot at

getting placed.
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W R I T E T H E F EELINSG
N OT T H E S TORY

A song with a very literal, specific storyline is harder to place
because it only fits scenes that match that exact story. Songs
built around a feeling — heartbreak, triumph, tension, freedom
— can slot into dozens of different scenes across genres of

shows.

Think about it from the supervisor's side. They're not scrolling
through songs looking for the story of your life — they're
scrolling with a scene already playing in their head, muted,
looking for something that matches the emotional temperature
of that moment. The more specific your story gets, the smaller

the number of scenes it can live in.
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V.E R S E I

Ask yourself before you write:

¢ What emotion am | capturing, in one word?

* Could this emotion live in a breakup scene AND a montage
AND a trailer?

e Am | naming people, places, or brands that lock the song
into one meaning?

e |f | stripped out the specific details, would the feeling still

hit?

This doesn't mean your lyrics have to be vague or generic. |t
means the emotional core needs to be bigger than the literal
details. Some of the most placed songs in sync history are
actually very simple lyrically — a single repeated feeling, said
a few different ways, is often more powerful than a fully

mapped-out narrative.
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V.E R S E I

A quick exercise

Before you write your next song, pick one emotion word and
write it at the top of the page. Every line you write should be
in service of that one word. If a line doesn't support it, cut it
or save it for a different song. This keeps the song focused
and makes it easier for a supervisor to know exactly what kind

of moment it belongs in.
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V.E R S E 2

Supervisors and editors need to cut your song into a scene,
not the other way around. Structure your songs so they're easy
to chop up. This is one of the biggest differences between
writing for an album and writing for sync — the song has to

work in pieces, not just as a whole.

Keep intros short

A long instrumental build-up before vocals come in is one of
the most common reasons a song gets passed over. Aim to
have something happening — a hook, a vocal moment, a
distinct melody — within the first 5-10 seconds. Editors are
often previewing dozens of songs back to back, and if nothing
grabs them immediately, they move on before your song even

gets going.

W RITING S ONG S F O R S YNGC

WWW.THESYNCSOURCE.COM | 5



V.E R S E 2

Give them a clean 30 and a clean 60

Trailers and commercials often need :30 or :60 cuts. Write
with natural stopping points — a chorus that resolves, a bridge
that could serve as an ending — so a section can stand alone
without sounding chopped off. When you're arranging, ask
yourself: if this song got cut off at 30 seconds, would it still

feel complete?

Avoid long, cluttered outros
A clean fade or a defined ending is easier to work with than a
long ad-lib section or a beat that trails on. Give the edit

somewhere obvious to land.

Build in instrumental pockets

Leave a few bars here and there — after the first chorus,
before a bridge — where the vocal drops out and the
instrumental carries the energy. These pockets are gold for
editors, because they can lay dialogue over them without

fighting your vocal for space.
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Certain lyric choices open doors, and others quietly close

them. Here's what | keep in mind while writing.

What tends to work
e Universal themes: love, loss, ambition, resilience,
celebration
e Repetition in the hook, so it's memorable even at low
volume under dialogue
e Atitle that reflects the emotional core of the song, not just
a clever line
e Simple, singable phrasing that lands even on a first listen
What tends to limit placement opportunities
e Explicit content, unless you also record a clean version
e Brand names, copyrighted references, or dated slang
e Lyrics that only make sense with context the listener
doesn't have

e Overly complex wordplay that takes multiple listens to land
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V.E R S E 3

Titling matters more than you think

Your song title is often the first — and sometimes only — thing
a supervisor sees before deciding whether to click play. A title
that clearly signals the mood (think: 'Come Undone', 'Rise Up',
'Slow Fade') does more work for you than a title that's an
inside reference only you understand. When in doubt, title it

after the feeling.
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Every song in your sync catalog should ideally exist in more
than one form. This is one of the biggest differences between
an artist catalog and a sync catalog — a single song can turn

into four or five separate assets if you plan for it up front.

Versions worth having on hand
e Full vocal version
e Clean / radio-edit version, if there's any explicit content
* |Instrumental version, with no vocals or ad-libs at all
e TV mix or stripped mix, with vocals slightly forward and less
low-end clutter
e Acapella or vocal stem, in case an editor wants to build

their own version
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It feels Llike extra work up front, but it's the difference
between being able to say yes on the spot when a supervisor
asks 'do you have a clean instrumental?’ versus losing the

placement because you have to go back and record one.

Build it into your session, not after

The easiest way to get all of these versions is to plan for them
while you're still in the studio, not weeks later. Bounce your
instrumental and acapella the same day you record the full
version, while the session file is still open and easy to work

with. Future you will be grateful.
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T EMP O, ENEIRGY &
GENRES-BLENDINSG

Supervisors often search by mood and tempo before they search
by artist or genre. Knowing how to describe your own song in
those terms — and writing with that language in mind — makes

your catalog easier to place.

Think in categories, not just genre

* Mood: hopeful, moody, aggressive, dreamy, triumphant, tense

e Tempo/energy: slow-burn, mid-tempo groove, high-energy,
driving

e Use-case: montage, trailer, love scene, party scene, credits

* Instrumentation: stripped/acoustic, lush/orchestral,

electronic, live-band
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Don't be afraid to blend genres either. Some of the most
placeable songs borrow from multiple lanes at once — that
flexibility is exactly what gives a supervisor more scenes to

imagine your song in.

Tag your own catalog

As you build songs out, keep a simple spreadsheet or note with
each song's mood, tempo, and best use-case written in your own
words. When a submission opportunity comes through asking for
something 'moody and slow-burn for a late-night driving scene,’
you want to be able to search your own catalog in seconds

instead of scrolling through everything from memory.

“You can have everything you desire if you are consistent.”

— Alonda Rich
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The songwriters who place the most music aren't always the
most talented in the room — they're the ones who kept a wide,
flexible catalog and stayed consistent. Every song you finish is

one more shot on goal.

If you want the business side of this — how to pitch yourself,
build relationships, and set realistic expectations — that's
covered in The Sync Starter Kit course. This one is just about

the writing. Now go finish the song.

Successfully,

Alonda Rich
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