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Introduction 

Hello! 

Thank you for downloading this eBook! I hope you get inspired with some fresh 
new ideas to inject into your mastering sessions.   

Mastering The Mix’s single driving goal is to help music producers get better 
sounding mixes. We do this primarily through free education on our blog and social 
media.   

In this eBook, you’ll learn the essential steps of how to stereo master a song. This 
guide can be applied to any genre of music and will give you a foundational 
understanding of how to approach stereo mastering.  

You’ll see some of our plugins get mentioned, they’ve helped countless music 
producers get better sounding masters and I know they can do the same for you 
too. Download the free trials for Mac / Windows and follow along with the 
instructions in this eBook.   

Enjoy, and get your music sounding better than ever!  

Tom Frampton 
Director 
Mastering The Mix  
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What Is Stereo Mastering? 

Stereo mastering is the process of taking a single file of a final mix and preparing 
it for release. The primary task is to adjust the overall loudness of the song and 
correct any tonal balance imperfections. It’s also common to apply additional 
processing to enhance the sound as much as possible.  
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Preparing a Mastering Session 

Begin by opening your DAW (Digital Audio Workstation) and import the mix into 
your session. Set the BPM of the project to match the tempo of the song; most 
DAW’s have a BPM (beats per minute) meter to identify this if you don’t know it. 

Load up the plugins you’ll be using on your stereo output. There are 5 essential 
plugins for mastering that should be present in your mastering chain in the 
following order: Gain, EQ, Compressor, Limiter, Meter. 

There are many additional plugins that can help enhance the sound that can be 
inserted into your chain, for example, a stereo spreader, tape saturation, harmonic 
distortion, etc. Your decision to use these additional plugins will be based on the 
mix itself and the sound you are trying to achieve. 

The final step of preparing the session is to ensure the file has enough 
headroom. The headroom is the space between the highest peak of the audio and 
0dBFS (decibels full scale). Leaving headroom during mixing is a good practice as it 
keeps the dynamics and transients of the audio unimpaired.  
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When mastering, the headroom gives you the flexibility to adjust the EQ without 
pushing the audio too loud into the following plugins. Open up your metering 
plugin (I’m using our plugin LEVELS below), then preview the loudest section of the 
mix and use the gain plugin (the first insert on your master channel) to adjust the 
peak of the audio to anywhere between -3dB and -6dB on your peak meter. 
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Preparing Yourself 

Getting yourself in the right frame of mind will help you make better mastering 
decisions. Jumping into tweaking the tonal balance of the song prematurely 
without a clear sonic direction can end up worsening the sound. 

Listening to a song for the first time is a unique experience. If you’re mastering 
your own song then you won’t have this privilege as you will have heard your song 
many times whilst creating it. If you’re working on a song you haven’t heard before, 
take the opportunity to experience and enjoy it as a consumer will.  

Before you monitor the mix again, take a listen to one or two great-sounding 
reference tracks that have a comparable genre, instrumentation, and vibe to the 
mix. The reference tracks should be a good representation of your sonic goal for 
this final master. 

Listening to these references at this stage will give you a good frame of 
reference for what a great master should sound like before you start making 
changes to your master processing. Be sure to match the perceived loudness of the 
reference tracks to the loudness of the mix to make sure the comparison is fair.  
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For the second listen, take a more analytical approach and make a note of the 
aspects of the track that you feel need to change to get the mix sounding more like 
your reference tracks. Get a feel for how the low-end sits in the context of the 
overall mix and how the balance compares to the reference track. Do the same with 
the mid and high frequencies.  

By identifying the main changes you feel are needed, you’ve created a sonic 
vision and a clear target to shoot for. This will keep your mastering decisions 
focused and efficient.  
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Mastering Phase 

There are many ways to approach mastering. How you structure your process will 
ultimately be down to your preferred workflow. Use the following advice as your 
foundation but feel free to tweak the workflow to suit your style. Just be sure that 
your preferences don’t hinder the quality of the audio or introduce technical issues. 
Remember, part of mastering is knowing what to change as well as what to NOT 
change.  

Begin With Loudness 

Your metering plugin should give you a LUFS (loudness units full scale) reading. 
This measurement gives an accurate depiction of the perceived loudness of the 
audio as it’s based on how the human ear experiences loudness relative to the 
frequency spectrum.  

Different distribution mediums have varying ‘optimum levels’ for loudness and 
dBTP (decibels true peak). For example, streaming platforms like Spotify and 
YouTube stream audio at about -14LUFS integrated, which is roughly 8 decibels 
quieter than the loudest releases you’ll find in the charts.  
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If you submit a loud and heavily compressed song at -6LUFS, Spotify will turn it 
down to -14LUFS, but the damage done by over-limiting is irreversible. If you want 
to optimize the music for streaming platforms, it’s advisable to create a less-loud-
more-dynamic master that didn’t need to be turned down so much and avoid the 
issues introduced by over-limiting.  

If you’re creating a master for club play, you may prefer to shoot for a much 
louder -6 LUFS short-term loudness during the drop/chorus of your song. 

A technical reading to consider when adjusting loudness is dBTP (decibels true 
peak). A true-peak meter displays the peak of the audios signal once the digital 
audio has been converted into an analog signal that can be heard through 
speakers. This is more accurate and relevant in real-world use than the meters that 
you see on your DAW mixer which displays the reading of the digital sample peak. 
Often the sample peak is more ‘forgiving’ and your music ends up clipping in real 
terms when heard through speakers. So, it’s advisable to have a true peak meter to 
check this. 

Regardless of whether your audience streams your music or hears it in a club, 
knowing how to control loudness and true-peak will empower you when mastering 
audio. 
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Bad limiter settings can un-do hours of hard mixing work. Our plugin LIMITER 
analyzes your music to help you dial in the best settings to master your audio, 
whether you’re shooting for a super-loud master, or optimizing your audio for 
streaming.   

If you push a limiter too hard without optimizing the settings, you’ll squash the 
transients of your audio and suck the life out of the performance. If you master your 
music too quietly, it will lack energy and clarity when compared to louder songs.  

It can also be difficult to know how to tweak the various controls, such as gain, 
attack, release, link, and ceiling to work best with your audio. Understanding and 
setting these controls correctly is crucial to creating a pro-sounding master that 
translates well everywhere.  

LIMITER’s targets help you optimize the loudness and controls to maximize 
transparency, minimize distortion, and get the perfect loudness. 

We created a unique limiting algorithm that ensures maximum transparency and 
sounds brilliant with all genres and styles of music. When using LIMITER, you’ll 
maintain the integrity of your mix and transients whilst effectively controlling true 
peaks.  

Using LIMITER In 3 Simple Steps  

Step 1: Load up an instance of LIMITER on your master channel and select your 
preset, such as Loud, Spotify, or Apple Music.  

After selecting a preset, you’ll see the target ranges highlighted on the meters. 
The goal is to keep the meters within these ranges.   

Step 2: Now monitor the loudest section of your track, and click analyze.  

You’ll see a target range highlighted on the input gain slider showing you what 
gain adjustment is suggested to achieve your sonic goal. You’ll also see target 
arrows on the attack, release, link and ceiling knobs, helping you optimize those 
settings to suit your music. 
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Step 3: Set the gain slider within the highlighted target range, then adjust the 
attack, link, and ceiling knobs to match the suggestions based on LIMITERS 
analysis. We recommend leaving ‘Release’ on auto for the most musical result. 

Use this as a starting point and adjust if necessary. Hover your mouse over each 
control for advice on how the control will affect your sound. 

Setting the loudness before making any other changes to the sound has a 
number of benefits. It helps highlight existing issues with the tonal balance, it’s 
easier to level match to your references, and you reduce the risk of EQing your 
master in a way that is incompatible with your loudness target.  

Using Reference Tracks 

One of the most effective and reliable ways to elevate the sound of your music is 
to compare it to reference tracks that you love the sound of. When you A/B 
between your mix and the reference track you can identify any differences and 
make adjustments so your master sounds comparable. 
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Whether you have high-end studio monitors with acoustic treatment or just a pair 
of headphones, if your master sounds comparable to the reference track, it should 
sound good wherever it’s heard. 

It can be frustrating not knowing exactly how to get your music comparable to 
your favorite mixes. So, we created REFERENCE to help you compare the original 
production you’re working on in your DAW to your chosen reference tracks. If your 
mixes don’t sound as professional as commercially successful songs, REFERENCE 
will give you the tools and guidance to resolve this. 

Load REFERENCE as the final plugin on your master channel. You can drag and 
drop your favourite songs into the UI, then jump back and forth between your 
original and your reference. We recommend that you loop the chorus as a starting 
point. 

Before making any mix decisions when using reference tracks, it’s crucial that you 
match the perceived loudness of your reference track to your mix. Your mix will be 
much quieter than the mastered reference tracks. The way we humans perceive 
sound gives us the illusion that louder music sounds richer in the low-end with more 
clarity in the high end. This makes it virtually impossible to fairly compare the tonal 
balance of two songs at different volumes. Skipping this step can lead to disastrous 
EQ curves that butcher the sound of the music.  
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Our plugin REFERENCE automatically matches the perceived loudness of your 
production to your reference track in real time, allowing you to make informed 
decisions when comparing the sound.  

When choosing a reference track, try to chose a track in the same genre that 
you’re working in. Also try to find a track with similar instrumentation and sounds to 
your production. There will be differences of course, but choosing a reference track 
that is a great representation of your sonic goal will help you make the best 
decisions for your track.  

Click here to see our extensive list of reference track suggestions for various 
genres.   

Once you’ve selected a great reference track. You can use the trinity display in 
REFERENCE to show you how your tonal balance, stereo spread and punch 
compares to your reference track. More on that later. 

EQ 

When adjusting the EQ, loop the section of the song that covers the widest 
range of frequencies, often the drop/chorus. If you work on the verse (where the 
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drums might be quieter or the bass might not be present) you might 
overcompensate and boost the low-end too much. 

  

Keep referring back to your reference tracks when adjusting the EQ to help you 
set the perfect tonal balance. Mastering should be approached with precision. Each 
EQ adjustment will have a sweet spot that you may miss if you’re 1dB off. 
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The white EQ line in REFERENCE shows you the exact EQ adjustment to apply 
to your mix to get your music sounding like your reference track. This takes out the 
guess work and helps you dial in a pro sound. 

  
If the level line is within 3dB, this shows a very similar tonal balance. Anything 

above 6dB indicates a considerable difference in tonal balance. 

The low-frequency range is tricky to get perfect. Too much of a boost in the low-
end and the master will sound muddy and lack clarity. Too much attenuation of the 
low-end and the master will sound weak and thin. 

Our plugin BASSROOM is an EQ designed to fix the low-frequency balance of 
your overall track.  BASSROOM analyses your production and shows you the EQ 
settings needed to get a powerful and well-balanced sound.  

Load up BASSROOM on your master channel before your limiter. Select a preset 
or import your own reference track. Match the bands to the EQ target suggestions, 
then tweak to suit your preference. 

The preset and and reference analysis targets are 100% unique to your music. 
BASSROOM analyses your audio to determine the EQ changes needed to match 
the tonal balance goal. It uses a revolutionary algorithm that is based on how the 
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human ear perceives sonic energy. The unique filters in BASSROOM are optimized 
to shape low-frequencies during mastering. You won’t find another plugin that can 
adjust bass more transparently, retaining the punch and clarity of your music. 

When adjusting the EQ on the master channel, you would generally want to go 
for broad Q bandwidths and EQ adjustments no greater than around 4dB. If the 
adjustments are greater than this then you may get more transparent results by 
going back to fix things in the original mix before mastering. Rules can always be 
broken and it’s the results that count. If a master needs to have a 6dB high-end 
boost to sound great then go for it. 

Our plugin MIXROOM is perfect for dialling in a great sounding master the mid 
and high frequencies. It works in a similar way to BASSROOM where you can select 
a preset or load in your own reference track to generate tonal balance targets. You 
can also adjust the mid-side settings for each band, giving you total control over 
how you shape the frequencies across the stereo field. 

When making EQ adjustments, be sure to adjust the output gain of the EQ to try 
and match the output loudness to the input loudness. This will help you objectively 
decide whether your EQ decisions are improving or deteriorating your sound when 
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you bypass the plugin. Both MIXROOM and BASSROOM have a level match 
pointer on the output gain to help you do this instantly. 

Compression 

(Note: Click here if you’re unsure about the different parameters within a 
compressor and how they affect audio). 

The compressor will reduce the volume of the audio that surpasses the threshold. 
During mastering, compression is used subtly to control the dynamics, add color, 
and thicken up sounds. 

 
As with setting the loudness and EQ, monitor the loudest section of your track 

when setting the master channel compressor. If you set the threshold based on the 
volume of the verse, the louder chorus would push the compressor to work too 
hard giving an unnatural sound.  

Over-compression is an incredibly fast way to ruin a mix. Squashing the transients 
can suck the dynamics and emotion out of a track and reduce the impact of a drop 
or chorus. To avoid this, dial in a low ratio of around 1.2:1 to 2:1 and a high 
threshold that gives only 2 or 3dB of gain reduction.  
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By only tickling the signal in this way, the compression will be transparent and 
subtle. It will maintain the impact of the dynamic variation between the sections of 
your song. It will also help glue the sounds of your mix together, giving them a 
cohesive sound. 

Once your threshold and ratio are working well with your audio, you can tweak 
the attack and release settings to help the compressor further complement your 
audio.  

If your attack is too fast, it will damage the sound of the transients of your audio, 
such as the drums or first few milliseconds of a bass. It’s important to preserve these 
transients to maintain an open and dynamic sounding master. Conversely, if your 
attack is too slow, the compressor won’t react in time to the louder parts of the 
audio that you want to reduce.  

A great starting point for the attack of your compressor is somewhere around 
20-50 milliseconds. This leaves enough space for the short-sharp transients to poke 
through the mix without being so long that the compressor doest react in time. You 
can tweak from this starting point and use your ears and reference tracks to help 
you dial in a setting that works well with your music. 
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The compressor release is equally important. If it’s too short, it can create a 
pumping sound where the sound feels like it’s jumping in an unnatural way. If it’s 
too long, the compressor will be in a constant state of gain reduction which, again, 
will sound unnatural.  

Adjust the release so that the compressor returns back to a zero state (no gain 
reduction) just before the next beat for a transparent and musical compressor 
setting. If your compressor has a VU meter or any other visual, you should see the 
gain reduction dancing in time with the music. 

  
As a final check of the compressor settings, preview how the master flows from 

the verse into the chorus and ensure it still has a positive dynamic impact. If the 
compressor clamps down too hard on that first beat of the chorus then you may 
need to increase the threshold to reduce the compression.   

The punch dots in REFERENCE will tell you how the short-term dynamic range of 
your track compares to the short-term dynamic range of your reference. 

  
The punch dots will move towards the 0dB line if that frequency range is more 

compressed in your original than in the corresponding frequency range of your 
reference. The punch dots will move away from the 0dB Line if that frequency range 
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is less compressed in your original than in the corresponding frequency range of 
your reference. The more opaque the dots are the larger the difference between 
the punch of your track and the punch of the reference. Fine tuning the perfect 
amount of punch will give your track the right energy without sounding weak. 

Extra Processing 

At this point, you’ve set the rough loudness, EQed and compressed your master, 
so it should be well on it’s way to sounding how you envisioned. To bring out the 
maximum potential in the sound, you may want to add some additional processing 
to enhance the flavor, vibe, and character of the music.  

Stereo adjustments during mastering can help open up the sound whilst adding 
clarity and definition to the track. Reducing the width of 0-250Hz so it’s mono can 
help anchor the foundation of the track, reduce phase issues, and help it translate 
better on all playback systems. Increasing the width of the higher frequencies can 
improve the definition. 

  
The stereo width display in REFERENCE shows you how wide the audio is across 

the entire frequency range of either the original track you’re working on or your 
reference. Understanding the stereo spread of both your original track and your 
reference will help you get closer to the sound you want. You can use panning in 
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your DAW or a stereo tool to reduce or increase the width of a specific frequency 
range in your track. When using REFERENCE, adjust the stereo width of your mix 
until the stereo width visual is similar when you A/B your mix and reference track. 

Over-boosting the overall stereo width of a mix can lead to phase issues so be 
sure to open your metering plugin and keep an eye on your phase correlation 
meter. If the correlation meter starts moving too far away from +1 you could be 
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introducing audible issues. Again, refer back to your reference tracks to try and get 
a comparable amount of width.   

Tape emulation and harmonic distortion plugins can be used to add subtle 
warmth and take off the ‘digital edge’ of music. They do this by adding additional 
harmonic content giving a richer and denser sonic character. This can also hype the 
sense of energy in the master. Our plugin ANIMATE allows you to dial in harmonic 
distortion to specific frequencies with mid-side precision. 

  
As with most mastering processes, the key with tape and harmonic distortion is 

to keep it subtle. Dial-in the effect so you can just about hear the effect, then 
slightly roll it back for a great starting point.  

The list of possibilities here is endless. There are plugins that can help you 
reduce harshness, control your low-frequencies, increase the perceived loudness, 
add more punch, and more. Experiment and see which tools help you get the 
sound you’re after.  
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Revisit The Limiter  

With all the EQ, compression, and extra processing changes you’ve made, it’s 
probable that the loudness and true-peak will have shifted from what you initially 
set. Open LIMITER and LEVELS, re-analyze your audio and adjust to the new 
targets where needed.  

Remember to monitor the loudest section of your track, then adjust the limiter 
gain until your LUFS short-term reading is hitting your target. Lower the ceiling if 
you’re getting true peaks.   
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Final Listen and Quality Control  

This is where you take a step back and look at the whole picture. Listen from start 
to finish and see if there are any aspects of the master that you feel need a final 
tweak.  

As well as comparing the master to your reference tracks, you should also see 
how it sounds against the original mix. Your mix will be much quieter than your 
master so you’ll need to level match for a fair comparison. This is a great sanity 
check as it ensures that you haven’t made the master sound worse than the mix. 

Our plugin REFERENCE comes with a an additional source send plugin called 
‘REFSEND’. Insert REFSEND at the start of your mastering chain to send the pre-
mastered signal into REFERENCE so you can use the comparison tools and insights. 

Have your metering plugin open during this time so you can check for peak, 
loudness, dynamic, and stereo issues.  

© Mastering The Mix 2022 Page  of 25 31



Bouncing the Audio 

The final step is to export your audio so you have your new master file ready for 
distribution. You’ve worked so hard up until this point it’s important to not undo 
your work by bouncing your audio incorrectly.  

Select wav as the option for a high quality, lossless bounce.  
  
The sample rate should remain the same as your original mix file and mastering 

session. There are no benefits to increasing the sample rate if the audio was not 
originally recorded and produced at a higher rate.  

The bit depth/resolution refers to the dynamic range scale of the audio. 24bits is 
the most widely accepted resolution for online distribution. 16Bit is the format 
needed for CD and some online platforms that have not yet adopted 24bit. If your 
DAW offers 32bit, this will give your audio file a more precise dynamic range, but 
otherwise 24bit is great. 
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Dithering is a technical topic, but in a nutshell, it’s only necessary to dither the 
audio if you’re reducing the bit depth. So if your mix file was 24bit, and you want to 
create a 16bit master, you would need to dither. If your mix was 24bit and you’re 
bouncing a 24bit master, you don’t need to dither. 

Normalization raises the volume so your audio is peaking at 0.0dB. You’ve 
already controlled the peak level using the output of your limiter so you don’t want 
to apply any normalization. It would almost certainly bring about true peak issues.  

Offline bouncing when mastering is usually fine and more time-efficient for 
mastering. Real-time can be useful if you want to have another final listen to your 
master. 
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How To Check Your Master

Once you’ve got your mastered audio file, you’ll want to check that you’re happy 
with the sound. There will be subtle (or sometimes not-so-subtle) changes that 
happen during mastering. Hopefully the changes are an improvement on the 
sound, but it’s important that you check. 

Listening Test  

Once you’ve got your master bounced out, listen to it in multiple locations. 
Check it on as many pairs of speakers and headphones as you can get your hands 
on. The car test is always great, as the acoustics in a car are usually pretty good, 
many people listen to music in cars, and you will have a good idea of how music 
sounds in your own car. Listening through smaller speakers such as your laptop and 
phone is also a great way to check your bass doesn’t get lost on smaller speakers. 

Do you best to compare your mix to other tracks (especially your reference track). 
Level matching is not easy in this context, but try to balance out the volumes 
between your mix and the reference tracks as best as you can. 
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Make notes if you feel any adjustments are needed, and make the changes in 
your mastering project. Many producers repeat these listening tests a number of 
times before settling on a final master, so don’t be disheartened if your master isn’t 
perfect first time. Rinse and repeat until you’re happy, it will be worth it. 

Quality Control 

Mastering The Mix created an audio quality control application called EXPOSE 2 
that helps you identify issues with your music. So many tracks get distributed with a 
poor EQ balance, true peak clipping, over-compression, phase issues, and 
more. We want you to catch these issues before it's too late. 

Open EXPOSE 2 (it’s a standalone app, so you won't need a DAW) then drag and 
drop your mastered audio file into it. Select the preset based on your distribution 
method (streaming, club, CD, etc). Any identified issues will be highlighted in red.  

The analysis feedback gives you specific feedback on how to resolve the issues 
and optimize your music for release from within your DAW. 

A great way to understand how the mastering has affected your track is to load 
both your mix and your master into EXPOSE 2. You can click level match to make 
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them both the same perceived loudness, then jump between to compare the 
sound. You’ll also see the tonal balance differences in the EQ compare section.  

You can also do the same with your reference track. A/B test the sound and 
check the tonal balance using EQ compare. Anything within 3dB would show a very 
similar tonal balance. Above 6dB difference represents a fairly different tonal 
balance.  

By following these steps, you’ll have a bulletproof approach to getting your 
track mastered and having total confidence in the music you’re releasing to the 
world! 

Checklist 

Save this checklist to remind you of what you’ve learned here and ensure 
consistent results when you master your tracks. 
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Thank You! 

Don’t forget to download the free trials of our plugins Mac / Windows 

For more tips like this you can: 

• Check out our website:  https://masteringthemix.com 

• Subscribe to our mailing list: https://mailchi.mp/masteringthemix/plugins 

•  Follow us on Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/masteringthemix 

• Like us on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/masteringthemixlondon 

• Subscribe to our YouTube channel: https://www.youtube.com/channel/
UClVFqkLN0jzTe-iux7rXojA 
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