
“Suck ‘em In, Build ‘em Up, Pay em Off!”
In my years as a professional songwriter, I’ve noticed that it’s almost always the most dynamic, thrill-
ride-type songs that become the most successful. Why? I think it’s because all of us, even listeners
who’ve “heard it all before,” want to be moved, emotionally, spiritually and physically. We want to be
transformed for the better, preferably in the next 3 minutes. And our bodies, minds and hearts
respond most strongly to well crafted lead-ups and payoffs, dramatic highs and lows, and
unexpected twists and turns. 
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Sure, a little bit of predictability is fine — in fact it’s rather comforting — but to be effective a great
song has to deliver some real punch, too. If you want to create “singles” rather than “album cuts,”
consciously strive to keep your listeners’ blood pumping.

So, how can you increase your song’s “thrill factor”? What follows are descriptions of several tricks of
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So, how can you increase your song’s “thrill factor”? What follows are descriptions of several tricks of
the trade that will enhance the dynamics of your song. For the sake of brevity, let’s assume you’re
writing a song in the classic Verse/Chorus form. Many of these guidelines apply equally to AAA and
AABA songs as well, but by definition both of these simpler forms lack the sustained adrenaline rush
that a full Chorus provides. And besides, 95% of the new songs out there making a buck are written
in the Verse/Chorus form.
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The First 60 Seconds of the Ride
A skilled lyricist has dozens of tools available to magnify a song’s dynamic peaks and valleys.
Starting with the first few lines of Verse 1, your purpose is to “suck ‘em in” and “build ‘em up.” I
compare this to the part of the roller coaster ride where you pull away from the platform, then start
inching up the first steep incline. In your song, this is where you set the scene, quickly establishing a
bit of the Who, What, When, Where and Why. How can you make your listeners sit up, fasten their
seat belts and hold onto their hats? Consider these elements:

• The speaker’s point of view or perspective. Is he or she angry, euphoric, defiant, yearning,
wise? A strong point of view is much more compelling than a wishy-washy one. Therefore,
dare to take a courageous stand that’s clear and palpable from the very first lines. No
pussyfooting about.

• The speaker/listener relationship. Who’s speaking to whom? Am “I” addressing “you,” are
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Part I: Creating Powerful Lyrical Dynamics
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