Karen Saltus Voiceover presents:
Finding the Right Voiceover For Your Project


So you’ve got a great video presentation and need a corporate-sounding guy or gal to narrate it. Or perhaps a killer TV and radio campaign that needs just the right voice to really sell the product. Or maybe you’re just looking for a professional sounding voice to put on your company’s voice mail system, on a budget. If you are recording studio staff or a seasoned producer, then you probably already have a library of voiceover demos on hand. But if you’re new to the world of hiring VOs, or just want another perspective, this article is for you.


First of all, where do you find VO talent? These days the most common answer would probably be to do a search on the internet. And sure, you can find plenty of voiceovers there. But they may not be in your geographic area, have access to a studio, or be in your budget range. So here are a few other options for your search. Consider radio and local cable stations, television stations, community theatre actors, broadcasting schools, the AFTRA/SAG office in the nearest major city, talent agents, casting agents, and of course, recording studios and producers. Each of these sources will put you in touch with folks who have different things to offer someone who’s looking for a good VO, as explained below.


Broadcasting schools – Students attending these schools are eager, ambitious, inexperienced, and dying to get a little work. Which makes their rates are inexpensive. However, please note that you may have to coach them quite a bit, they probably won’t be very polished, and the entire process might take quite a bit of time. But they may work for pretty much next to nothing in exchange for a copy of the finished audio project. If you’re on a really tight budget, this could work well for you.


Cable stations – Local cable stations generally have several voiceovers with whom they work. Since these stations don’t have large budgets, the voiceovers they recommend usually get low to moderate rates, which is usually (but not always) commensurate with experience and/or skill level.


Local radio stations – Announcers who work in radio usually do a fine job with voiceover work. Their rates are probably moderate (depending on the market size of the station), they have easy access to decent recording equipment, and are used to working with a microphone. Possible downsides include the fact that these folks are generally heard on lots of commercials, so your spot won’t have a unique voice on it; announcers generally have several hours of commercial recording and dubbing to do outside of their airshift, so they may not give your project all the attention you’d like it to have; and many radio announcers do a great job with announcing, but if you want a style such as conversational or dialogue, you may have to look elsewhere.


Community theatre – Actors can often do a great job of getting emotion from your copy. If you ask them to stretch the drama or comedy, they probably can. If you ask for different attitudes, they can most likely do that as well. However, not all actors are microphone savvy, so sometimes the audio levels of the read can be inconsistent. Rates for these folks are usually moderate. 


Talent agents and casting agents can certainly recommend good voiceovers. These folks will almost certainly be quite experienced, and you’ll pay high rates for them. If you’ve got a healthy budget, but limited experience in hiring talent or have a time crunch , this could be the way to go. 


The nearest AFTRA (American Federation of Television and Radio Artists)/SAG (Screen Actors Guild) office can probably point you in the right direction as well. Union talents include the cream of the crop and you’ll pay top rates for them. (Please note that not all AFTRA/SAG members are highly skilled voiceovers, just as there are many highly experienced and adept individuals who are not members of the union.) These are generally the folks you’ll hear on the very high end projects, whether commercial, corporate, industrial, interactive, or telephone work. 


All the talents at the top of the rate scale should be able to offer you the following:


*Many years of experience


*Previous work for major clients


*The ability to take direction well


*Excellent mic technique

*The ability to give several different reads of any particular phrase

*Few mistakes or stumbles

*The ability to get the job done in a minimum of time

*A high degree of professionalism

*References

Some talents may also be able to offer the following as well:

*A state-of-the-art, digital, QUIET home studio

*ISDN (Integrated Services Digital Network – technology that allows voiceovers and studios to connect using specialized phone lines and equipment to record in real time) capability

*Source Connect – a broadband version of ISDN

*The ability to send you the finished audio via FTP upload or other convenient technologies

As with everything in this life, you pretty much get what you pay for when you hire voiceover talent. There’s a huge disparity in rates, so it’s important to understand why this disparity exists. One of my favorite industry stories is about the professional VO who walked in a studio and laid down the perfect read in the first take. The client exclaimed, “We paid him $400 for one take?!” To which the producer replied, “That’s why you paid him $400.” A great voiceover will save the client, the producer, the director, and the audio engineer time, and time = money!
Karen Saltus is a fulltime, professional voiceover with more than 30 years experience in narration work, commercials, interactive, audiobooks, and telephone applications. Karen was the first fulltime traveling voiceover and worked on the road from her custom studio in the back bedroom of her motorhome, the Voxmobile, from October of 2011until May of 2013. She continues to travel (mostly in late Winter/early Spring) in her smaller camper van, the Son of Voxmobile, with her mobile studio in a custom cargo trailer, The Intrepid (mostly to escape mud season in Maine). Karen is frequently sought out by fellow voiceovers seeking information on how to fulfill their dream of traveling while working. See www.karensaltus.com for more information , or contact Karen at ksaltus@me.com. 

