
Hello and welcome to Dialogue 101. We’ve got a lot of ground 
to cover in this session so let’s get cracking!
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I’m going to approach this session assuming you have this 
scenario; “I have been asked to get our games VO squared 
away, but I have no idea what I’m doing”. 

Do not panic. Dialogue is fun! 

Here is the high level view what we’ll be talking about today. 

Hopefully by some miracle we’ll have time for a good Q&A 
following the talk. 
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It’s me

Not important
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Preproduction. 

Now that is important

Before you can even begin you need to gather metrics and 
provide data for you, your team, and your development 
partners. 
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So, the first thing I do when approaching a new project is run 
analytics on the scripts and extract the information. 

In case you were wondering, this is NOT the fun part. 
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Here is an example of the end results of the analysis. I’m 
going to give you a quick walkthrough of what information is 
extracted to help forecast budget and casting. 

[click]

These columns here are a list of every character that speaks a 
line in the project and any relevant information I may need for 
early casting. 

In this example you’ll see the sex, age, accent, the unique 
code used in the scripts and engine, and some high level 
information on the role. 

[click]

These columns are the sums of all lines spoken by each 
character tallied by level/mission/or however else the game is 
broken down. 

I break it out like this so when we’re casting actors to play 
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multiple roles I can be sure we get good spacing and variety. 

[click]

This column is the sum total count of all the systemic or combat 
dialogue.

This type of dialogue is generally much shorter so maybe 4 words 
per line versus 12-20 words per line for narrative. 

Come to my talk on Thursday at 11 if you want to learn alot more 
about that. 

[click]

Finally, once all that information is gathered I can use it to make 
loose early casting predictions for multiple voicings. 

Now, every developer in the industry has a different way of 
delivering scripts, so you have to adapt your method every time. 

Excel scripts are pretty straightforward for this type of work, but 
then need to be translated to readable formatting later. 

Word scripts are not too bad either, but protip: I usually use find 
and replace to seek and count character names in the line headings 
then have it highlight which ones I’ve done so I don’t lose track. 
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Now that you have all that data, you can project budgets for 
time and money. 

[click]

These rows and columns here show totals by actor for the 
early casting projections from the analysis in the previous 
slide. 

[click]

Displaying the data like this allows us to see how many total 
lines we have to record for each actor

[click]

which allows us to see how much total booth time each actor 
needs

[click]

which allows us to project costs. 
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[click]

For union (SAG/AFTRA) actors you need to budget $890.23 per 
session, I usually round up an even thousand on larger projects. 
This includes the actor’s session fee and the agency’s 10% on top. 
Each session union work is metered out as a four hour block of time.  

For non-union actors you should expect to pay $200 per hour with a 
two hour minimum.
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Studios generally cost $200/hr. 

This includes the room, the engineer, coffee, snacks, bottled 
water, massages, and foot rubs. 

Only some of those things are true. I will let you figure out 
which.

Most studios will bill by a day or half day rate. 
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Now that you know how many actors you need. It’s time to 
find them. 

The casting process breaks down in to three distinct phases. 

Making casting materials, auditioning talent, and making 
selections. 
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“Casting sides” are the materials that actor sees when they 
are auditioning for your project. 

They contain information about the character and some 
sample lines for the actor to read and submit.

I am going to bestow some quick tips for writing casting sides, 
which is an art form unto itself. 
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Casting sides should be short. 1 to 2 pages max. 

The character information should be succinct, focused, and 
most importantly useful to the actors. 

They do not need to know that the character  has a twin 
brother from another mother who is revealed later on in the 
game to be his father. 
What they need to know that he is male, 30 years old, 
Caucasian, mean, gravelly, bitter, and has a slight Texan 
twang. 

A short list of adjectives will go much further than a full 
character bio. 

Basically, it is important to put yourselves in the actor’s shoes. 

Peeling back the curtain - Many full time actors set aside one 
or two days a week to focus on auditions and will have a stack 
of auditions to go through. 

If you want the best reads, you need to respect the actor’s 
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time and help them get to the character as quickly as possible. 
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When choosing your sample lines pick good ones.

You don’t need to hear every dramatic moment in the game. 

You need to hear the entire emotional palate of that character. 

Do they have a couple awkward moments? How about some 
funny quips? Put it in there. 

And if the game is a FPS, RTS, Fighter, or any other genre 
where a character may or may not become a combatable, ask 
for a set of combat efforts.

One set of punching, one set of punches, and some short 
deaths. 

EVEN IF THE CHARACTER THEY ARE AUDITIONING FOR 
DOESN’T ENGAGE IN COMBAT. 

Just trust me. You will thank me someday.

With beer

[click]
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One last protip. Casting sides are not the final shippable 
content. 

What?

Get creative with the audition material.

You do NOT have to use accurate character descriptions and 
copy. 

You DO have to get good auditions.

Write whatever you need to get good reads.

It does not matter if it is fictionally accurate to story as long 
as it gets the concept across. 
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Now you have everything you need to find voice talent for 
your game 

where do you find actors?

Talent agencies are a great place for that. 

However, not all agencies work with voice talent.

Agencies specify. There are on-screen agents, theatrical 
agents, commercial voice agents. And more. 

What you want are agents that represent VOICE TALENT that 
does INTERACTIVE or animation.

Working with a casting director is another, fantastic choice. 

A good casting director will handle everything from developing 
those casting sides to sourcing the talent and filtering the top 
auditions for you

Most importantly though they have relationships and a 
network so they can give you access to talent you will NOT 
HAVE ACCESS TO OTHERWISE.
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There’s online casting sites too. 

Most of them let you post a project and set the rate and get 
auditions from tons of actors. 

It’s entirely up to you, but I wouldn’t recommend it. 

For every great diamond in the rough you’ll find out there you’ll get 
a couple hundred that are way off.

Lastly there are other shoestring methods. Local theatres, craigslist, 
your friends. 

Sure, it can work, sometimes, but you are going to invest way more 
time and not get anywhere near as good results in the end.

Even if you think you did. 

soapbox

Audiences are becoming much more sophisticated and expect more 
even out of small indie games. 

They will be very forgiving for graphics and gameplay, but not 
sound. And especially not voice. Remember, these are the only 
“real” assets in the game. 
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Well, congratulations. Now you’ve got a bunch of auditions to 
go through. 

But who is right for your game? 

That’s up to YOU. And I mean YOU. 

Don’t pick the audition, or worse the actor, you think the fans 
want and may sell more copies of your game.  

Consider this too, does the actor you’ve chosen have 
experience? 

And more importantly, is that experience relevant to your 
project? 

Maybe they’ve done a ton of on-screen work but never done 
voice-over. 

Maybe they’ve done some video games, but they’re all in 
simlish and you’re making XCOM.

Maybe that’s from personal experience. 

Maybe they’ve done a ton of drama, but no comedy. Guess 
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what? Those are two different skill sets.

Is the actor currently working on a TV show? Or a play? 

Will they be available when it’s three days to cert and you need to 
pick up the rewrites, or will they be on a junket in Mexico?
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Now that you’ve got a cast, you have to record them. First 
stop – find a studio.
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Find a studio that is close to your talent, not you. 

It is far more cost effective to fly yourself to the talent than it 
is to fly them to you. 

Also, VO is not music, which means that the equipment we 
need to record it is different than the equipment used to 
record musicians. 

The studio you like has all the beautiful tube mics, vintage 
Neve pres and a rack full of EL8’s? 

Bookmark them for your next solo album and move on. 

Transparency is king in VO. U87’s, GML or John Hardy mic 
pres, and that is it. That’s your signal path. 

On the flip side of that there are lots of studios claiming to be 
“VO” studios that have dead, lifeless coffin rooms for 
suffocating tlanet. 

I don’t like these either. 

You can spot them from a mile away. 
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Stuffed to the brim with pointy foam and a 416. 

These are not creative vessels, these are studios where voice goes 
to die. 

Give them a clap test. Does your clap sound like a clap, or a weird 
fart? 

Look for large rooms. 

Look for rooms with good mood lighting. 

Look for rooms that make you feel good and empowered and most 
importatly creative. 

Guess what? 

The actors will feel the same way and it will make your game sound 
better. 
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Let’s talk about the scripts for a second. 

The actual thing the actors will be looking at. 

Let’s say you have a favorite tool that you use every day for 
work. 

For our metaphor we’ll say a screwdriver. 

You are fast and reliable with a screwdriver.

You are very good at screwing. 

Now let’s say you get hired for a job and your new boss says 
they don’t have screwdrivers, but they have these hammers. 

Just use those. 

On screws. 

Same thing happens when we give actors a spreadsheet or 
anything that is not a theatrically formatted script.

And for gods sake make sure the script includes the other 
character’s lines in any scenes they are working on. 
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For working with the talent you need to remember a few 
golden rules:

Actors are neither parrots, nor magicians. 

The best way to break an actor, is to beat them down on every 
last nuance of their performance to get it to sound the way it 
is in your head. 

You hired professionals. Listen to them. 

On the flip side, they aren’t working on the game nearly as 
closely as you are. 

You’re going to need to give them some context and guide 
their performance. 

Basically, collaborate, don’t dictate. 

Your job is to create a bubble around the actor to make them 
feel engaged and safe. 

Protect them from the producer, the writer, the engineer, and 
all other noise in the studio. 
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Have a vision and communicate it effectively. You must listen to 
your actor and discover how they want information communicated. 

Are quick adjectives enough? 

Do they need deeper knowledge? 

It’s on you to figure it out. 

The actor director relationship is built on trust, respect, and sharing. 

Break any of these and you’ve lost. 
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Lastly, if all this seems a little daunting, you can always phone 
a friend. 

There are people who exclusively do every part of this, some 
even do it explicitly for games, and they can help you through 
every step of the process.
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Now let’s get some questions going. Please line up at a 
microphone. You can literally ask me anything. 

Everyone is invited to ask questions. That includes the 
volunteers. 

On that note, please don’t forget to thank the volunteers and 
fill out your survey. 

Lastly, if you want a more boots on the ground look at voice 
production, specifically directing and managing recording 
sessions, please come to my main conference talk on 
Thursday at 11:30 in room 3002.
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