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What is Compression 
5ƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊǊȅ ς as I mentioned in my EQ cheat sheet (grab 

it for free here to get a specific EQ guide for every single 

ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ȅƻǳǊ ƳƛȄύΣ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƻƻ 

technical here.  

 

If you want to just skip to the visual compression cheat 

sheets LΩǾŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŜŀŎƘ ȅƻǳ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘƭȅ 

compress every instrument in your mix, refer to the table 

ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƻ ǎƪƛǇ ǘƻ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳΩŘ ƭƛƪŜΦ 

 

Before I get into that section, I just want to talk quickly 

about compression, what it is, what it does, and the 

different types of compressor plugins and their settings 

for some practical context on the cheat sheets 

themselves. 

 

So what is compression? 

 

Compression refers to reducing the amount of dynamic 

range for a clip of audio or, more practically speaking, an 

https://www.musicguymixing.com/
https://www.musicguymixing.com/eq-cheat-sheet/
https://www.musicguymixing.com/eq-cheat-sheet/
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entire track. This is done through a hardware or 

software/plugin based device called a compressor. 

 

Dynamic range refers to the difference between the 

quietest and loudest points on a track. In other words, a 

compressor is a type of hardware or software based 

plugin which brings the quietest and loudest parts of 

your audio closer together, thereby reducing the 

dynamic range. 

 

When you listen to someone sing you can hear the 

dynamic range in the performance. WhŜƴ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǎƛƴƎƛƴƎ 

the verse or lower/more comfortable ƴƻǘŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ 

generally quieter.  

 

When the singer gets to the chorus or higher notes that 

require more belting out, they get louder. 

 

You want a certain amount of dynamic range in your 

audio because it sounds more natural than if everything 

were the same volume.  

https://www.musicguymixing.com/
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More than this, dynamic range keeps the ƭƛǎǘŜƴŜǊΩǎ 

attention as the volume goes up and down, preventing 

fatigue. 

 

²Ŝ ǿƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ¢hh ƳǳŎƘ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎ ǊŀƴƎŜΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀǎ 

will make the track sound weaker, not to mention it 

makes it difficult to effectively set the fader volume for 

the track in the context of the mix. 

 

This is why we turn to a compressor to bring control to 

the volume differences in our audio.  

 

Through compression, we impart more power and 

energy to that audio, albeit at the expense of some 

dynamic range. 

 

So how does a compressor work? 

 

 

 

https://www.musicguymixing.com/
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Compression Settings 
 

The best way to explain how a compressor works is to 

ŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛŎ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎ ȅƻǳΩƭƭ ŦƛƴŘ ƻƴ Ƴƻǎǘ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ 

compressors. 

 

A basic understanding of each of these 

settings/parameters is key to understanding why I 

recommend adjusting each setting to where I do in the 

cheat sheet section later on. 

 

This image is taken from my overview of the audio 

compressor settings and gives a brief look and a general 

recommended setting for each particular parameter 

όǿŜΩƭƭ ƎŜǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘ ǎŜǘǘƛƴƎǎ ŦƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ 

parameter later in the cheat sheet section): 

 

https://www.musicguymixing.com/
https://www.musicguymixing.com/audio-compressor-settings-chart
https://www.musicguymixing.com/audio-compressor-settings-chart
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[ŜǘΩǎ ōǊƛŜŦƭȅ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ŜŀŎƘ ǇŀǊŀƳŜǘŜǊ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴ ŘŜǇǘƘ ǘƻ 

ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ƛǘΩǎ ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

your audio. 

 

Threshold: The ŎƻƳǇǊŜǎǎƻǊΩǎ ǘƘǊŜǎƘƻƭŘ determines what 

volume the audio has to reach before compression will 

engage. If you set the threshold too high, meaning above 

the loudest peak of your audio, the compressor will do 

nothing. 

 

Ratio: The ratio on a compressor determines to what 

extent or degree the audio is compressed once it 

surpasses the threshold. 

https://www.musicguymixing.com/
https://www.musicguymixing.com/compression-threshold/
https://www.musicguymixing.com/compressor-ratio-explained/
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Ratio is measured in terms of X:1 where X is how many 

dB input to 1dB output. 

 

5ƻƴΩǘ ǿƻǊǊȅΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘƘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊΦ !ƭƭ ȅƻǳ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ 

really know is that the higher the ratio, the more that 

peaks/anything above the threshold gets turned down. 

 

4:1 is an average ratio which works well in most 

ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǎǳōǘƭŜ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘ ŎƭŀƳǇ Řƻǿƴ 

ŀƴŘ ǎǉǳŀǎƘ ȅƻǳǊ ŀǳŘƛƻ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜǊŜ to 

provide more than a little glue. 

 

https://www.musicguymixing.com/
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hƴŎŜ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ ǿŜΩƭƭ ŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀŎǘ Ǌŀǘƛƻǎ ǘƻ Řƛŀƭ ƛƴ ŦƻǊ ŜŀŎƘ 

instrument later in the cheat sheet section. 

 

Knee: The compressor knee determines how strictly the 

threshold is enforced: 

 

We can use a larger/softer knee to begin compression as 

the signal approaches the threshold, albeit at a lighter 

ratio than the one you have set: 

https://www.musicguymixing.com/
https://www.musicguymixing.com/compressor-knee/
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/ƻƴǾŜǊǎŜƭȅΣ ŀ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊκƘŀǊŘŜǊ ƪƴŜŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŎƻƳǇǊŜǎǎ 

anything until that threshold has been breached: 

 

https://www.musicguymixing.com/
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The incentive to use a softer knee is that it creates a 

more gradual and therefore transparent compression in 

affecting more of your signal with a gentler ratio. This is 

in contrast of a hard knee which has more of an all or 

nothing effect. 

 

Attack: The attack of a compressor is an important 

setting which determines how quickly compression 

begins after the signal exceeds the threshold. 

 

https://www.musicguymixing.com/
https://www.musicguymixing.com/compressor-attack/







































































































































































































































































