
Starting
YourCareer

As A
Musician

By
Neil Tortorella



Starting Your 
Career

As A Musician

By Neil Tortorella

2



Dedication

These pages are dedicated to my son, Alex, who is the light of my life and one of the best 

guitar players I know and a brilliant all around musician. It’s also dedicated to my early 

band mates, Jonathan, “Sam” Wuhrer, Carmine Pinto, Tom Brigante and Phil Perne. 

These guys are some of the best musicians I know and taught me so much along our 

wildly weird way. And, of course to all my readers and struggling musicians. My hope is 

that the words within aid you on your musical journey.
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Introduction

Music. It’s a powerful thing. Music paints a sonic picture that can make us laugh or cry. A

song can bring back the memory of a moment in time or transport us to another place. As 

Uncle Ben said in the movie, Spiderman, “With great power comes great responsibility.” 

And so it is for the musician. 

When a musician wields their instrument they have a responsibility to their audience. 

That audience might be a sold out stadium crowd or simply the musician sitting alone, 

playing to express what’s in their heart. Either way, it’s an emotional experience. At least 

it should be. There are expressive musicians and there are mechanics. Mechanics may 

know the notes and tempo, but there’s no feeling or emotion in their efforts. 

A musician’s instrument should be an extension of himself or herself. Where the in-

strument ends and the artist begins should be transparent. A great player is one who 

knows their instrument so well they don’t need to think about it. The passion within is au-

tomatically passed through to the instrument.

Music is a universal language. It’s hard wired within us. A song played in Kansas or 

Outer Mongolia will usually evoke the same emotional response. There’s a load of re-

search that’s been done on the psychological effects of music on human emotion. But, I 

believe, when all is said and done, the good or great musician understands this language 

intuitively. Sure, the mechanical musician can play a song, but without an understanding 

of the nuances of the language, the song is just a collection of notes and some musical no-

tation on a piece of paper. It will always lack those elusive elements of heart and soul.
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A Career In Music

With these definitions in place, it’s time to start talking, or rather writing, about a career 

in music. At the top of the list is the fact that it’s not easy. A search on YouTube will 

quickly demonstrate that there’s no shortage of talent out there. If you expect to have a 

musical career, talent should be a given. 

Even if you’re the best player on the planet, it doesn’t matter much if nobody hears 

you. That means aggressively promoting yourself or your band. Right about now you’re 

likely thinking, “But I’ll be selling out.” Don’t sweat it. You’re not. If you truly believe 

you have something of value to offer an audience, you’re doing them a favor by telling 

them about you and your music. If you don’t promote, you’ll probably find yourself sit-

ting on your sofa playing gut wrenching songs of love gone wrong to an audience of 

one–you–while thinking, “Why can’t I get any gigs?”

Beyond promotion, becoming a successful musician means setting goals; understand-

ing your audience; having some basic business skills; learning and growing as an artist 

and, most important, having drive and the right, positive attitude. The good news is that 

all this stuff can be learned. It just takes the willingness to learn it and put it into action.

Unless you happen to be clairvoyant, you don’t know what the future holds. Lao Tsu 

is credited with saying, “The journey of one thousand miles begins with a single step.” 

So, you’ve got to start somewhere. Hopefully this book will help you take that first step 

and then move forward. Who knows? You might just become the next big sensation. Or 

not. You might get a steady stream of weekend club gigs, find a job as the Music Minister

at a church or teach. It all depends on your goals. 
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The State of the Music Industry  

There’s more good news. Well, more of a double-edged sword type of news. There has 

never been a better time to be a musician, whether you’re a solo act or with a band, be-

cause of the technology available to artists. On the flip side, there’s significantly more 

competition, all of which are vying for fame and fortune, the gig at the bar down the 

street or that Minister of Music job that just opened up.

A bit of a history lesson is in order. In 1877, Thomas Edison, while tinkering with a 

new telegraph gizmo, noticed speech-like noises emanating from the device. He toyed 

with it a bit more and developed the first phonograph. He recorded Mary Had A Little 

Lamb by the end of 1877. The song became an instant, chart-topping hit, mostly because 

it was the only successful recording of a human voice in existence. And so, the recording 

industry was born.

Edison’s phonograph evolved into the gramophone, graphophone, Victrola, and even-

tually, eight-track and cassette tapes followed by compact disks (CDs). Music was now 

widely available to the population. Plus, it was relatively easy to obtain. All it took was a 

trip to the record or department store. Some folks opted for the convenience of joining 

record clubs and received their melodic orders via the Postal Service.

Then came the beginning of the death throes for the record labels. The Grim Reaper 

came in the form of digital music, the Internet, file sharing and various other threats to an

industry that had become bloated and huge.

The label, also known as the record company, is responsible for producing, promot-

ing, marketing, distributing and selling an album.  They sink a load of dough into an 
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artist, betting the audience will love them. If they do, they buy CDs, tickets to concerts 

and various merchandise. In return, the label takes the lion’s share of the profit.

In the past, an artist or band had little hope of making it big without being discovered 

by an A&R person working for a label. A&R stands for artists and repertoire. In some cir-

cles, mostly musicians, it stands for attitude and rejection. These are powerful people in 

the record industry. They scout talent and sign the winners. They also nurture the band, 

aid in song selection, finding the right producer and act as the liaison between all the var-

ious departments within the record company, among other tasks.

When an artist is signed, the full fury of the label is unleashed. Marketing plans are 

developed; public relations efforts are launched; distribution channels are arranged; radio 

and other broadcast media are wooed. Then there are the more mundane tasks involving 

legal issues, bookkeeping and finances. And, of course, there are the tour booking ar-

rangements made either through an in-house department or by contract with an outside 

booking agent or agency.

The point here is that all of this takes money. Lots and lots of money. After everybody

takes their piece of the revenue pie, unless they become a platinum superstar, the artist is 

often left with a royalty that might just be enough to buy a burger and, perhaps, some 

fries.

All this worked fine for years. At least it worked fine for the record companies. As for

the artists … well … it didn’t always work out so great for some of them. But, that’s an-

other story.

Bloated and huge things tend to move slowly. Therein lies the problem with mono-

lithic record companies. With the advent of the digital age, the Internet, mp3s and the 
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likes, things started moving at the speed of light. The labels simply couldn’t keep up. 

They were complacent and set in their ways. Add to the mix plummeting CD sales, file 

sharing sites, blatant musical piracy and the recording industry began to look something 

like the portrait of Dorian Grey. Strikingly handsome and youthful on the surface, but de-

caying just below.

Then, along came Apple’s iTunes which focuses largely on selling singles. Record 

companies typically make money on album sales. Although sites such as Napster pre-

dated iTunes, the latter, when paired with the iPod, essentially changed the distribution 

model for music sales. With almost eighty percent of the legal digital music market, 

iTunes became the top dog in the digital music arena. The record companies, albeit reluc-

tantly, had no choice but to dance with iTunes since that’s where people were buying. 

People like instant gratification and Apple gave it to them. This is a feat that the tradi-

tional record company model simply couldn’t do. Other threats include services such as 

Spotify and Pandora.

As if iTunes, Spotify, Pandora and other services weren’t enough of a gapping wound,

piracy is a strike to the heart. Piracy is, for all intent and purpose, is stealing. Yet, while 

most people wouldn’t think of going into a store and getting a five-finger discount on 

something, they think nothing of sharing tunes illegally. It might be emailing a friend a 

cool new song, downloading mp3s from a site or burning a CD of an album to pass along 

to someone else. Sure, it seems innocent enough, but it costs the record companies mil-

lions or more in lost revenue. And that’s not to mention the loss of revenue for the artists. 

These are the people who created the music and make their living from it.
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To battle this, record companies are struggling to find new revenue streams. The 360 

deal, also known as a multiple rights deal, is becoming popular, especially with larger 

record companies. This arrangement allows the record company to receive a percentage 

of all of a band’s or individual artist’s earnings. That means concerts ticket sales, mer-

chandise, endorsements, etc. Everything. In return the label agrees to promote the artist 

for a longer period of time and work to develop new opportunities for the artist. Some are

seeking to exploit, or further exploit, licensing deals. But, any way you cut it, the tradi-

tional label model is in deep trouble.

What Does This Mean for the Musician?  

Ironically, the doom and gloom hovering around the record companies spells opportunity 

for the smart and savvy musician. Rather than being at the mercy of a faceless corpora-

tion, questionable A&R executives, bad contracts and paltry royalties, artists are taking 

control of their work and the direction of their career.

Artists now have the ability to open a one-on-one dialogue with their fans via social 

media and various online tools. They can learn what their fans like and want. That’s 

pretty valuable information and sure beats guessing.

Collaboration tools online abound. Artists no longer need to work in a vacuum. These

tools, such as SoundCloud and Indaba, allow musicians and even fans to share thoughts 

and ideas, tracks and more.

Many bands are bypassing the record companies all together, opting to promote di-

rectly to their fans. In the past, this would have been an impossible undertaking. Twenty-

first Century technology changed that. Bands and solo artists are, more and more, becom-
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ing authentic small businesses whose products are music, live performances, merchandise

and more. Online tools, such as Topspin, ReverbNation and FanBridge, are constantly be-

ing developed or improved to help them do it. 

Is it easy? No. Profitable? Perhaps. When a band decides to go it alone it means that 

in addition to rehearsing, performing, writing and all the other musical tasks, they also 

need to handle all the tasks normally done by the record company. Those include tasks 

such as marketing, public relations, networking, schmoozing the media, keeping an eye 

on the books and managing the financial end of the business.

And then there’s distribution. How will the artist get their music into the hands of the 

fans? Selling CDs out of the trunk of one’s car is always an option, although somewhat 

archaic. Volume becomes problematic, as well. The typical trunk will only house so many

CDs between a spare tire and various other paraphernalia. Once again, the Internet comes

to the rescue. With relative ease, bands can sell downloadable versions of their music on 

their website, Facebook, MySpace, Topspin and such. Selling CDs, t-shirts and other 

merchandise at live shows and websites is a natural. But, more on this later. 

Within these pages you won’t find much, if anything, about music theory, composi-

tion or becoming a better musician. There are plenty of books and resources available to 

help you with those points. What you will find is a blueprint for starting your career in 

music, how to set goals, deal with the business issues, develop a sensible, sound plan for 

success and implement action plans.

 Also, it should be noted that many of the quotes and references within these page are 

related to rock music. It’s what I know best, so it’s what I wrote. But, the core concepts, 

tools and techniques will work for a musician or solo artist working in any genre.
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So, without further ado, turn the page and let’s get started.
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Chapter 1: Defining & Creating Success as a Musician

Success is a relative term and defining it can be somewhat dodgy. For many musicians 

just starting out, success means becoming the stereotypical rock star, complete with plat-

inum albums, sold out stadium shows, a mansion on the beach, limos and party after 

party. For others, it simply means creating a steady, comfortable living making music. 

For still others, success means having a day job and playing gigs on the weekends just for

fun.

It all comes down to this: Success is how you define it and how you define it for 

yourself. When you allow others to make that decision for you, you can easily set your-

self for a load of pressure and anxiety. Plus, the ironic thing is that even if you attain a 

level of success, it usually turns out not to be what you thought it would. Then you can 

find yourself thinking, “I did all that for this? Good grief!”

Success has a lot to do with attitude. Thomas Edison is credited with saying, “I didn't 

fail 3,000 times. I found 3,000 ways how not to create a light bulb." Whether he actually 

said it or not, and the numbers vary depending on the version, the point is clear. It’s how 

we approach success and failure that matters. Edison could have thrown in the towel after

several attempts and we’d all still be playing by candlelight.

A close friend of mine played bass with some big names in the early days. It was 

mostly session work as I recall. Was that success? Perhaps. But, today he plays with 

Christian band here and there, mostly for fun. When he talks about the session work, his 

tone is fairly mundane. He gets a bit more excited when he talks about the current band. 
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He also heads up a kid’s music ministry at his church. When he talks about that, his eyes 

sparkle and you can hear the pride in his voice. To me, that’s unmistakable success.

Consider what you are trying to achieve with your music. Give it careful thought. 

Here are some questions to ponder:

• What does success mean to you? What’s your definition?

• Picture yourself as successful. What does it look like to you?

• What needs to happen or change for you and your music to become that picture?

No doubt, to some of you this will sound like a silly exercise in futility. Frankly, I’ve 

never been big on the whole “visualization” bit, but what this does is aid in focusing your

concept of success. As you go through the questions, you might just find that what you 

think is important really isn’t really all that important. As mentioned earlier, our concept 

of success is usually the result of us buying into society’s or some other person’s idea of 

what success should be for us.

Here’s a case in point, using myself as the example. By profession, in addition to be-

ing a writer, I’m a graphic designer and marketing consultant. When I was young and 

stupid, I wanted to build a design firm, working on national accounts, traveling hither and

yon, winning awards, make a bunch of money and all the usual stuff. It was what I 

learned from others, both personally and through books and articles. That was success to 

me. At least I thought so. I did all that and found it wasn’t all it was cracked up to be in 

reality. What I thought would be fun and exciting turned into a daily effort to make the 
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overhead, bring in new business, meet impossible deadlines and other anxiety inducing 

tasks. For me, it was an object lesson in “be careful what you wish for because you just 

might get it.”

The concept of success varies widely among musicians. Emilio Castillo, founder and 

leader of the highly successful urban soul band, Tower of Power, shared his thoughts 

about how he defines success. “When people recognize your music by your own personal

musical signature. Once you’ve found your voice, success varies but generally grows ex-

ponentially,” said Castillo. Lipbone Redding is a New-York based musician with the un-

canny ability to use his voice to imitate a trombone. He’s also an accomplished soloist, 

songwriter, guitarist and entertainer. Redding noted, “Money is important, but only to the 

extent that it lets me continue my creative endeavor.  Sustainability, as an artist, is a big 

part of success.”

For part time musician and author/Hip Hop Historian, Sean XLG, success means 

something perhaps a bit broader. “My goal as a musician is to have the new style of hip 

hop music that I created, Adult Contemporary Rap, accepted and embraced by the main-

stream world of music.  It’s an alternative form of rap that primarily appeals to an older, 

mature audience, whereas the only form of rap currently on the market is youth-oriented. 

This would be expanding and broadening the genre,” said Sean. To some, Sean’s defini-

tion might sound lofty and unattainable. But, without visionaries we’d likely still be liv-

ing in the Dark Ages thinking the sun revolved around the Earth. It’s the visionaries that 

allow music to grow, expand and evolve.
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There’s No Magic Formula  

When it comes to success, sorry folks, but there’s no magic formula that will make all 

your hopes and dreams come true. It’s going to take a clearly focused plan, sensible, 

achievable goals, hard work and a bit of serendipity tossed in for good measure.

The place to start is doing a self-assessment. The typical stumbling block with a self-

assessment is being honest. That doesn’t mean we set out to blatantly lie to ourselves. 

Odds are, that annoying little voice in the back of our head will know and call us on the 

carpet. It simply means that what’s in our mind’s eye doesn’t quite align with reality. In 

many areas of our life, the way we see and understand things about ourselves isn’t the 

way those traits really are in actuality. It’s normal human behavior. We tend to be too 

close to ourselves to see some things clearly, while others do. So, when doing a self-as-

sessment, it’s important to include others. They should be people who know you well and

will give an honest opinion. It’s been said that a good friend will tell you when you’re 

awesome. A great friend will tell you when you’re being an idiot. The hard truth is that it’s

much better to realize, early on, that you’re not cut out to be a professional musician, 

rather than sink a ton of time, effort and money into something that will never work out 

the way you hope.

Here are a few questions, albeit not exhaustive by any means, to help get you started:

• Do people that know you believe you are well-suited to being a professional musician?

• Do you consider yourself a self-starter?

• Do you consider yourself naturally talented?
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• Do you have support from family and friends?

• Are you willing to put in the time and effort to continually improve your playing, song 

writing and/or voice?

• Do you have enough confidence in yourself and your abilities to sustain yourself as a 

professional musician when things get tough?

• Are you prepared, if needed, to lower your standard of living until your musical career 

is firmly established?

• Do others consider you a team-player?

• Do you have the ability to get along with difficult people?

• Are you willing to learn basic business skills?

• Do you manage money well?

Success in the music industry, no matter how you define it, isn’t usually an overnight 

sensation or get famous and rich quick thing. It takes time, effort, work and a decent dose

of patience. You’ve got to be willing to continually improve your musical abilities, busi-

ness skills and hone your showmanship to grow your fan base. Remember, when you’re 

starting out without a manager, agent or an A&R person watching your back, and hope-

fully not putting a knife into it, you’re the one who wears all the hats. Be clear and honest

with yourself about what you’re good at and, perhaps more importantly, what you stink at

doing. You can find people to handle the tasks you don’t excel at doing. Sure, it will prob-

ably cost you some bucks, but it can be money well spent and significantly help you to 

project a much more polished, professional image.
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SWOT Analysis and Setting Attainable Goals  

Now it’s time a for a little business lesson. The next step in a self-analysis is conducting a

SWOT Analysis. That may sound like a big, scary corporate exercise complete with suits 

and briefcases. Actually, it’s nothing more than an honest appraisal of your strengths and 

weaknesses, along with opportunities that may help you and threats to your success. Typi-

cally, strengths and weaknesses are internal (you), while threats and opportunities are ex-

ternal (them).

For example, let’s say you are one of those people gifted with perfect or relative 

pitch. If you hear it, you can play it. That’s a definite strength. Some say it’s a curse, 

though, because the world is apparently out of tune. On the flip side, maybe you’re lousy 

at improvisation. That could be a weakness, especially if you’re into jazz. An opportunity 

might be bumping into a ridiculously wealthy guy who’s into music and looking to invest

in a band.  If you’re a lead guitarist, and they’re a dime a dozen in your area … and good …

that would be a threat. You get the idea.

After you’ve firmly established what success means to you and where your strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities and threats lie, it’s time to start putting some goals and objec-

tives together. Goals are broad-based intentions. They’re the big picture. Objectives, on 

the other hand, are more specific and measurable. The trick with goals is making them at-

tainable. When people make goals that are too lofty, they set themselves up for failure 

from the beginning, become disappointed and give up. For example, if you’re just starting

17



out, landing a major record deal next month isn’t likely to happen. Playing a fund-raiser 

with a big crowd including some industry movers and shakers just might.

Set goals that will challenge you and then chop them up into smaller, quantifiable ob-

jectives that are attainable. Each objective brings you closer to your bigger goals. It will 

help you’ll stay motivated and focused as you complete each step.

It’s also important to remember that goals should not be so firmly set that they trap 

you in a box. They need to be adaptable and malleable. That was a factor for Brian Do-

herty. Doherty is a drummer and music teacher based in New York City. On the topic of 

goals, he shared the following with me. “My goals have changed and evolved throughout 

my career. When I first moved to NYC at the age of 18, my only goal was to get work as 

a musician. A bit later, my wish was granted and I got loads of work, most of which were 

crappy gigs with lousy pay.  So much for reaching my goal! 

Later, my goals evolved to reflect my wiser, more business-oriented mindset. They 

became more about me only taking high paying work as a drummer and producer. What 

happened? I stopped getting work altogether. Now, I’ve refined my goals to: 

1) Maintain a strong presence in the [music] business for as long as possible.

2) Develop and nurture a network from every corner and crevice of the biz.

3) Like a slow burning candle, maintain a steady, even hand in the business as a drum-

mer-for-hire, while diversifying my skill set (i.e., teaching, writing, songwriting, produc-

ing and drumming).
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4) Create products that generate royalties over long term.  Musicians do too much pay-

for-play kind of work, while the rest of the business feeds on the financial benefits that 

musicians provide.

Brian’s ability to see the situation for what it was and align his goals with reality was a 

smart move.

Consider this. Let’s say you have a goal to be an in-demand, constantly booked band 

in your regional area that can command above average fees for gigs and grow a dedicated

fan base that become evangelists for your music. That’s fairly broad and noble goal. It’s 

also a huge chunk to bite off and chew on all at once. Breaking it down into objectives 

might go something like this:

• Set aside $X from each performance to be put toward demo production

• Produce demo, including studio and live recordings, by November 30, 2012

• Compile a list of booking contacts within the region by April 30, 2012

• Compile a list of regional media contacts by April 30, 2012

• Develop press kit by May 15, 2012

• Have Twitter presence in place and active by June 1, 2012

• Complete website, Facebook and MySpace pages by July 1, 2012

• Complete podcast development by July 30, 2012

• Have street team in place by August 1, 2012

• Send press kit to booking and media contacts, with demo, by December 15, 2012
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• Follow up, by phone or email, with booking and media contacts by December 21, 2012

As an independent artist or band seeking to make a career in music, it’s critical to re-

member this is your job, your livelihood and a business that will enable you to eat and 

pay the rent. It’s not a hobby. Planning your career is paramount to success. 

Where Do You Fit In?  

The music industry offers a variety of career positions. There are players and performers, 

arrangers, producers, songwriters, composers, teachers and more. All are worthy. Each 

can be extremely rewarding and satisfying. Virtually all of them, however, are highly 

competitive. 

After completing your self-assessment and SWOT Analysis you might find that what 

you thought you wanted to do isn’t the best career path for you. Your skills, talents and 

training might be better suited to a different position within the music industry. 

CareersInMusic.com is an excellent site to visit for information about the many posi-

tions available within the industry. As a matter of fact, the site lists over one hundred, 

complete with descriptions, salary ranges, training and education needed, opportunities 

for advancement and more.

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics lists some interesting information about musical 

careers, several points of which will be no surprise. Here are some highlights:
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• Part-time schedules—typically at night and on weekends—intermittent unemployment,

and rejection when auditioning for work are common; many musicians and singers sup-

plement their income with earnings from other sources.

• Competition for jobs, especially full-time jobs, is keen; talented individuals who can 

play several instruments and perform a wide range of musical styles should enjoy the best

job prospects.

• Full-time musicians with long-term employment contracts, such as those with sym-

phony orchestras or television and film production companies, enjoy steady work and 

less travel.

• Most instrumental musicians work closely with a variety of other people, including col-

leagues, agents, employers, sponsors, and audiences.

• Long-term on-the-job training is the most common way people learn to become musi-

cians or singers.

• Formal training may be obtained through private study with an accomplished musician,

in a college or university music program, or in a music conservatory. An audition gener-

ally is necessary to qualify for university or conservatory study. The National Association

of Schools of Music is made up of 615 accredited college-level programs in music. Cour-

ses typically include music theory, music interpretation, composition, conducting, and 

performance, either with a particular instrument or a voice performance. Music directors, 

composers, conductors, and arrangers need considerable related work experience or ad-

vanced training in these subjects.
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• Musicians, singers, and related workers held about 240,000 jobs in 2008, of which 

186,400 were held by musicians and singers; 53,600 were music directors and com-

posers.

• Around 43 percent worked part time; 50 percent were self-employed.

• Many found jobs in cities in which entertainment and recording activities are concen-

trated, such as New York, Los Angeles, Las Vegas, Chicago, and Nashville.

• Of those who earn a wage or salary, 33 percent were employed by religious, grant-mak-

ing, civic, professional, and similar organizations and 12 percent by performing arts com-

panies, such as professional orchestras, small chamber music groups, opera companies, 

musical theater companies, and ballet troupes.

• Employment is expected to grow as fast as average.

• Talent alone is no guarantee of success: many people start out to become musicians or 

singers but leave the profession because they find the work difficult, the discipline de-

manding, and the long periods of intermittent unemployment a hardship.

• Median hourly wages of wage-and-salary musicians and singers were $21.24 in May 

2008. The middle 50 percent earned between $11.49 and $36.36. The lowest 10 percent 

earned less than $7.64, and the highest 10 percent earned more than $59.92. Median 

hourly wages were $23.68 in performing arts companies and $12.50 in religious organi-

zations.

• Median annual wages of salaried music directors and composers were $41,270 in May 

2008. The middle 50 percent earned between $26,480 and $63,200. The lowest 10 per-

cent earned less than $16,750, and the highest 10 percent earned more than $107,280.
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• It is rare for musicians and singers to have guaranteed employment that exceeds 3 to 6 

months.

• Because they may not work steadily for one employer, some performers cannot qualify 

for unemployment compensation and few have typical benefits such as sick leave or paid 

vacations.

Sound somewhat bleak and meant to scare the heck out of you? Absolutely! But, it’s 

far better to know what you’re getting yourself into at the beginning, rather than find 

yourself playing for tips in a park or on the sidewalk to make ends meet. 

The Elusive Trait Called “Drive”  

The Oxford American Dictionary carries several definitions of the word “drive.” As a 

verb, it’s defined as, “to propel or carry by force along a specified direction.” Another is, 

“to work to an excessive extent.” As a noun, drive is defined as, “the determination and 

ambition of a person to achieve something.” If we put those together, we come up with a 

definition something along the lines of a “the ambition of person to achieve something (a 

musical career, in this case), propelled and carried by sheer force of will and hard work.” 

That can be whittled down to a simpler concept. If you truly believe in yourself, your tal-

ent and value as a musician, never take no for an answer. In the words of Jon Bon Jovi, 

“Success is falling nine times and getting up ten.”

Being successful requires drive and also a very targeted focus on what you’re trying 

to accomplish. When you lose focus and lose sight of your goal, you lose. Period. If you 
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find you’d rather do battle with the PlayStation® rather than practice and rehearse, it 

might be time to think of a different career path.

Lots of people in all sorts of professions know what they need to do to be successful, 

yet they don’t do it for a variety of reasons. It might seem too tough. It could be fear. 

They simply might be too lazy. They may think they don’t have the resources and rather 

than find alternate ways to find those resources, they just give up.

To sum up, you might be the most talented player around, but without the drive and 

ambition to back it up, unfortunately, it means little.

Defining Your Music  

In business, there’s a thing called an elevator pitch. It a short blurb you say when some-

body asks you what you do. Typically, people response with their job title, “I’m an ac-

countant,” “I’m a photographer,” “I play in a band.” The problem with these responses is

that they’re not engaging, or worse, utterly boring. They do nothing to open a dialogue 

with the other person.

The trick is to think of words and/or phrases that truly describe your music, particu-

larly if you play originals. It should be brief, but capture the attention of the other person. 

Something along the lines of (and this is a stretch), “Our music is like the intersection 

where Metallica meets Jewel.” The other person should come away thinking, “Wow! I 

need to hear that.” Of course, this is much easier said than done.

The words you use to describe your music need to be tightly honed and so appealing 

as to encourage people do something–buy/download a tune or a ticket, tell a friend, etc. 
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Don’t leave this to chance. If you’re in a band, talk to your mates. Agree on what to say 

and be consistent. Painful? Sure. Sometimes, it can be a challenge to agree on things. But 

it is, nonetheless, necessary. This will become a core element of your brand, which will 

be discussed more in Chapter 3.

The ability to accurately describe your music will go miles toward positioning your 

act. Positioning is one of those terms used by the suits in marketing. It simply means 

where your brand … your band or act … fits in the minds of the fans, media and other in-

fluencers. People like to pigeonhole all sorts of things. Let them. It makes it easier for 

them to think about various bands and put them in a nice, tidy box. There will be plenty 

of opportunity to spread your musical wings after you’ve established yourself.

Eclectic musician, Frank Zappa, was known for creating music that was often diffi-

cult, if not impossible to categorize. For the majority of his fans, he was known as a 

rocker who wrote some pretty avant-garde stuff that was unique. That was his commer-

cial positioning. Yet, I believe few knew that Zappa was also a classical composer, partic-

ularly later in life. The point is your positioning isn’t necessarily the only type of music 

you perform or write. But it is what you promote.

During the British Invasion of the early 1960s, the Beatles were positioned as the nice

boys from Liverpool. Sure they had long hair and sang, “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” But, they 

were still the nice young chaps you wouldn’t really mind your daughter dating. The 

Rolling Stones, on the other hand, were the bad boys of rock and roll. They were more 

than a wee bit on the scary and dangerous side. The positioning worked for both bands 

and worked well.
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The Importance of Developing a Plan  

I’ve mentioned planning a lot so far. But what should your plan include and how do you 

put one together? A fair question. A plan is, by definition, a detailed proposal for doing or

achieving something. It’s like a road map you use to guide your direction and decisions, 

while providing a measuring stick for your success or missteps.

Developing a clear, well-thought-out and sensible plan can, almost automatically, put 

you ahead of the pack. That’s because the pack didn’t take the time and effort to draft a 

one. They simply let their musical career happen to them, rather than taking control of 

their destiny. Sure, they have hopes, dreams and hazy ideas, but nothing in writing that 

will hold them accountable and responsible for realizing those high-minded hopes.

It’s important to remember that a plan isn’t meant to stifle your creativity or be a 

spontaneity crusher. It’s not selling out or boxing you into a concrete container. A good 

plan is flexible and should be malleable, based on current circumstances, while still guid-

ing you where you want to go. While music is art, professionally, it’s also a business and 

your career should be treated as such.

By now, perhaps you have some goals and objectives. You may have defined your 

musical niche and your fans. That’s a place to start. A band that sounds like Metaloca-

lypse’s Dethklok is going to have a reasonably different plan from somebody who sounds

like Woody Guthrie. There may be some common points, but the specifics will, and 

should, vary in order to successfully reach and impact their audience of fans, influencers, 

booking agents and such.

Developing your plan will be addressed in detail in Chapter 3. But, for now, here are 

some of the components of a typical plan.
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• Executive Summary–This is an overview of the entire plan. Think of it as the high-

lights and major points.

• Goals–As mentioned, define what you are trying accomplish and why.

• Define the band identity–What is your band or individual act all about? Who and what 

are you in the minds of your audience? Or, what are you trying to be? This should also in-

clude your desired positioning in your public’s eyes.

• Marketing and promotion overview–How are you going to get the word out and get 

your music on the audience’s radar screens? What tools and resources will be needed to 

accomplish that effort?

• Audience/fan profile–Who are they and what’s important to them? The more you can 

learn about your fans the better. Don’t try to be all things to all people. When folks do, 

they often end up becoming nothing to everybody because there’s no differentiation. It all

begins to sound the same and there’s no compelling reason for the audience to listen to 

you over all the other bands.

• Competition–Learn all you can about those other guys and gals who are breathing 

down your neck, vying for the same gig. What are their strengths and weaknesses? What 

are their marketing efforts like? This should include a review of their music, of course, 

but also their Internet presence, merchandise, posters, live shows, etc. The more you can 

find out, the better.

• Revenue sources–Savvy musicians leverage their assets to maximize revenue and 

profit. Sound capitalistic? It is. But, being a starving artist, for the most part, stinks. You 

might not get rich and famous, but a making a comfortable living while doing what you 
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love sure beats living in a cardboard box along some forgotten alley. Some revenue 

sources include original music; live shows; digital downloads; merchandise such as t-

shirts and CDs. There are also potential opportunities for licensing and selling your tunes 

for various commercial applications, writing and playing music for games, theater, broad-

cast, etc.

• Action/promotion plans–These are your objectives. It’s where you detail how you’re 

going to reach your goals. Your action plans might address these points:

• Print, including flyers, posters, business cards, etc. 

• The Internet, including your band’s Website, blog and social media

• Public relations and networking

• Developing a press kit

• Live show development–What will you do on stage that is unique, has impact, en-

gages the audience and is memorable? Also consider whether you’ll need props 

and special equipment. This section can also cover your strategy for playing bene-

fits to gain recognition and similar venues.

• Merchandise–Merchandise is stuff you sell at shows and can give away as a promo-

tional tool. The typical stuff includes CDs, t-shirts and posters. But why not get imagina-

tive and stretch yourself a bit? How about a USB drive with your band’s logo and a few 

tunes on it? Key chain bottle openers can be a hit as well as beer koozies. Nobody likes a 

warm beer at a show. These are also called premium items and most are dirt cheap to buy,

while often selling for at nice profit. 

• Budget–This is exactly what it sounds like. How much money is it going to cost you to

jump-start and continue your marketing and promotional efforts? You don’t need all the 
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money at once. A percentage of show fees and other revenue sources can be put aside to 

fund your efforts over time.

Beyond this, it’s important to plan how you’re going to deal with money. How will 

you get paid and what does that money go toward? The band members need to be paid. 

There might also be others, such as a manager, agent, p.r. person, etc., who want their 

slice of the pie. Plus, there’s equipment to buy or rent, maintain and repair beyond the 

dollars ear-marked for marketing and promotion. As you become more successful, you 

can count on more outstretched hands wanting their share.

• Marketing Calendar–When you complete your plan, or at least have a solid draft, it’s a 

good idea to create a marketing calendar to help keep you on track. You’ll know what 

needs to be done and by when and how much money needs to be put aside to make it all 

happen. Google Calendars is a handy tool for this. It’s free and, since it’s Internet-based, 

it can easily be shared among the band members and other key people. You can find it at 

www.google.com/calendar.
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Chapter 2: Your Musical Education

It should come as no surprise that a musical education starts early for most. For some, it’s

a labor. For others, it’s instinctive and intuitive. In my case, it was a labor and one that I 

utterly abhorred. I started playing piano when I was roughly seven or eight. Fortunately, 

over time, I’ve managed to successfully block much of the trauma from my memory.

Like most kids around my age at the time, I wanted to learn Beatles tunes. I wanted to

don a mop-top wig that they sold at the time while singing, “yeah, yeah, yeah.” My 

teachers, however, wanted me to learn classical compositions, assorted theory, scales and 

chord progressions. I had one teacher who would smack my hands when I screwed up. I 

had another who believed bribery was an acceptable teaching method.

Although her name escapes me, she was a little old lady who, once each week, would 

show up at our front door loaded to the hilt with thermal picnic bags. Inside was a confec-

tionary feast that would make Willy Wonka proud. When I successfully plunked out a 

tune, I received some candy as a reward. I think she may have been in league with my 

dentist.

This went on for several years. Apparently, I was supposed to be attaining culture, re-

finement and an appreciation of the arts. What I actually received was a headache, in 

three quarter time, for one-hour each and every misery-ridden day between lessons and 

practice. But, at least the candy lady didn’t smash my fingers.

My son, on the other hand, is one of those instinctive players. If he hears it, he can 

play it. And, he can play it on pretty much on whatever instrument happens to be close 

by. His gift, it would seem, did not emerge from my part of the gene pool.
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My son began his musical education in the fifth grade, playing trumpet. We were for-

tunate to live in a school district that valued music and the arts, along with sports. He 

learned to read music, theory, hone his ear and the practical bits about making a pleasant 

sound come out of that horn. In a short time, he became first chair for trumpet in his 

school orchestra.

When he was thirteen, I started to teach him to play guitar. It was the usual fare – ba-

sic chords, twelve bar blues and such. Within three months, he was tapping, playing 

sweep arpeggios and moving up and down the fretboard with amazing speed and accu-

racy.

How did he do it? Practice … and YouTube. He would practice for roughly four hours

each day. He’d pour over YouTube videos to learn a particular technique. The point here 

is that this stuff doesn’t just happen, in most cases. It takes dedication, time and a willing-

ness to screw up, learn from your mistakes and start again.

Guitarist, Florian Opahle, started her musical education very early on. It’s paid off. 

She began working with Jethro Tull front man, Ian Anderson, in his solo band and or-

chestral projects. “I started with musical pre-eductation at the age of four,” said Florian. 

She added, “At the age of five I picked up the guitar and had lessons in classical guitar 

until the age of twenty. Also, when I was twelve, I started taking electric guitar lessons. 

At the age of eighteen, I began the first recording and live sessions for various artists in 

different studios here in Germany. 

While on the road with a female singer called, ‘Masha,’ we had the great chance to 

open up a tour for Jethro Tull as a support act. That is how I met Ian Anderson. He then 

later offered me to play guitar in the ‘Ian Anderson plays the Orchestral Jethro Tull Tour.’
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A dream came true!” Opahle, Anderson and company toured Europe and the United 

States with a full orchestra, the Neue Philharmonie Frankfurt, conducted by John O'Hara 

and the show has been captured as a DVD release. 

Formal Training Or The Seat of Your Pants Method?  

When it comes to learning music, there are plenty of methods. Being self-taught is the 

method many start with. That’s how I started with guitar. I bought my first guitar without 

having a clue how to play a note, let alone an entire chord. I bought a few guitar maga-

zines and some sheet music and tried to make sense out of it. My piano background 

helped a bit. At least I had some sort of a reference point to begin.

I’d listen to records and try my best to pick out the songs. Frankly, I wasn’t very good 

at it. But I had a secret weapon. My best friend, who, like my son, can play anything, was

just a phone call away. Actually, I think he was at my house more than his own, so that 

was pretty handy. All I needed to do was ask, “Hey, how does that tune go?” He’d guide 

me through. It’s similar for many musicians. They have a friend, band mate or someone 

who will take pity on their poor, clueless soul and teach them this song and that.

Learning from other musicians is a typical path and, arguably, the path taken by most 

professionals. As mentioned, there might be some background from classes at school, but 

learning various techniques, songs, arrangements, etc. is how many musicians hone their 

skills.

Defining the terms, “self taught” and “formal education,” can be a bit nebulous. Self 

taught is usually defined as just that. Pick up an instrument and figuring out how to make 

music with it. That’s often backed up with the input of other musicians, friends and such.
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These days, musicians have the benefit of learning tunes, techniques and more via 

YouTube videos. Many well-known artists freely share their tools of the trade to help out 

others. Plus, since it’s Internet-based, learning can be on your own schedule whether it be

your desktop, laptop, tablet or other device.

But what if you can’t find another musician or teacher? That was the problem for Na-

talia Paruz, also known as “The Saw Lady.” Playing the saw is pretty unusual and finding

instruction can be more than a challenge.

Originally trained as a professional dancer, Natalia was a trainee with New York’s 

noted Martha Graham Contemporary Dance Company. All that changed in an instant. 

When asked about her path into the music industry and education, she he shared, “ One 

day, on my way back from Lincoln Center, I was hit by a taxi cab. That put an end to my 

dance career. To cheer me up my parents took me on a trip to Europe, and in a show for 

tourists I saw a guy playing a musical saw. That was the first time since the accident that I

felt excited about something other than dance and it started my musical career. I was at-

tracted not only to the mesmerizing sound, but also to the visual–it is one of the only in-

struments where the entire instrument moves when one plays it, so it’s like a dance!”

Paruz added, “When I was in Elementary school I learned to play recorder, piano and 

guitar. I sang in a choir and I learned music theory. But I wasn’t serious about it. When I 

wanted to learn to play the saw I discovered that there were no teachers for it to be found,

so I was forced to be self-taught. As a result I developed my own technique, which en-

abled me to play louder, faster and more accurately than other saw players.”
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Natalia’s dedication to learn her new found instrument has opened the door for sev-

eral other opportunities and activities. She notes, “I founded a festival, the NYC Musical 

Saw Festival, now in its tenth year (www.MusicalSawFestival.org). The festival promotes

the musical instrument I play. Instead of being in competition with other people who play

the same instrument I do,I bring them together. There is more power in joined forces.

Also, I organized a Guinness World Record for the Largest Musical Saw Ensemble. 

We broke the previous record of twenty-eight musical saw players, that was made in 

Poland, with fifty-five musical saw players in NYC. This got us world acclaim and recog-

nition.” I don’t know about you, but my hat is off to Ms. Paruz. She’s quite a remarkable 

woman and musician.

Private instruction is another typical method. The trick is finding a teacher who 

knows his or her stuff, is someone you can get along with and respect. After I bought that 

first guitar, I signed up for lessons at the music store where I bought it. It seemed a logi-

cal thing to do. As for my teacher, in retrospect, I’m sure he was a nice enough guy, but as

a kid I couldn’t relate to him at all. He seemed to me, at the time, to have one foot in the 

grave and the other on a banana peel. By the third lesson he uttered that fateful 

word–“Recital.” That was it. I was done and out of there.

Nonetheless, private music instruction brings with it many benefits. You choose the 

teacher. In many cases, lessons are held in your home. Probably, the biggest benefit, 

though, is the ability to learn at your own pace. Who knows, you might even get lucky 

and score some candy like I did.

For many professional musicians, the start of their education was elementary or sec-

ondary music classes, band or orchestra. Teachers are something of the luck of the draw 
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and dependant upon the wisdom of the school administration. As mentioned, my son was 

fortunate to not only attend a school system that values the arts, but had an extraordinary 

music teacher and music program director. Many, these days, are not so fortunate. Music 

and the arts, despite their proven benefits, are often the first things cut from the budget 

when money gets tight.

Here comes the obligatory anecdote. I took music theory in high school. I figured it 

would be a breeze. Boy, was I wrong. It made calculus look like a walk in the park. It 

was, without doubt, the single most difficult class I took that year or any year during my 

high school career, for that matter. Transposition from piano to a Bb clarinet? Conso-

nance and dissonance? Serial composition and set theory? Huh? I was utterly lost.

But, there was a bright side. Our teacher took us into Manhattan, back in the early 

1970s for a field trip. You know … when New York was New York. Gritty and dangerous.

Here was this delightful young blonde music theorist towing, en masse, a group of ado-

lescent pseudo hippies through the streets of Manhattan, in the dark of night, to listen to 

Michael Tilson Thomas perform John Cage.

For the unenlightened, Michael Tilson Thomas is an American conductor, pianist and 

composer. He is currently music director of the San Francisco Symphony, and artistic di-

rector of the New World Symphony Orchestra. John Gage was an American composer 

and a pioneer of indeterminacy in music, electroacoustic music, and non-standard use of 

musical instruments. Cage was one of the leading figures of the post-war avant-garde. 

Critics have lauded him as one of the most influential American composers of the 20th 

century.
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Our group of about twenty-five or so were joined by another twenty-five or thirty 

folks as the performance began. All of us seated were on the floor of a second floor room 

in an old building. It was a small venue and the orchestra, rather more of an ensemble, 

consisted of maybe five or six players. I had no idea where I was or what to expect.

What I heard that evening was like nothing I’d ever heard before. Absolutely nothing. 

The piano was retro-fitted with cans, wood blocks and other assorted noise-making items 

for the hammers to hit. I’m not even sure what they did with the percussion instruments. 

At one point, the music stopped and Tilson Thomas went over and opened a window. 

The sounds of New York City rushed in. It was part of the composition. The whole expe-

rience was weird in a strange, yet exhilarating way.

There was a gentleman seated crossed-legged in the row in front of me. He was in his 

late sixties, I’d say. He had long white hair and a rather bushy white beard. He looked 

something like Santa Claus in denim. Tilson Thomas introduced him as the composer. I 

was stunned. Apparently, so was Cage, because he appeared rather … er … “happy,” in a 

glazed kind of way.

The point of this little anecdote is to keep your eyes open and your ears open even 

more. There are things around us that will enhance our musical education and provide in-

spiration. It might be a sound, a piece of art or architecture or a conversation. Not all mu-

sic is about the topics usually found in the Top 40. Music is about enjoying melodies but 

also about making us think. 

Chicago-based singer and songwriter, Anna Fermin, took a bit of a hybrid approach to

learning music. “I took formal piano and violin lessons throughout grade school and ju-

nior high and sung in the concert and show choirs in high school,” said Fermin. She 
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added, “When I started writing my own music, after college, I taught myself how to play 

acoustic guitar, which is what I’ve used to write my songs until the last couple years. 

Now I mostly write on the piano.”

For those seeking a musical career a college or university level education might be in 

order. This is especially important, actually mandatory, for classical musicians, music 

teachers as well as other positions in the field. While many universities and colleges offer

music majors and advanced musical degrees, the schools that often come to mind are Ju-

liard, The Manhattan School of Music and Berklee. These schools offer a broad array of 

curriculum in addition to instrument studies. For example, Juliard offers Ear Training, 

Principles of Harmony along with a variety of Liberal Arts courses.

Wendy Hayes is a jazz vocalist based in Asheville, North Carolina whose path took 

her through higher education.  Wendy noted, “I have a Bachelor’s and Masters in Vocal 

performance from Appalachian State University. I studied opera and only recently discov-

ered a passion for singing jazz. I have been attending jazz workshops, working on my 

own, and conferring with other jazz musicians. Jazz is largely an aural tradition so that 

goes a long way in being authentic. Of course, book knowledge never hurt anyone either 

and I do love to study.”

Drummer, Brian Doherty, works as both a professional musician and a music teacher. 

He said, “I’m formally educated in music and education. I have a Master and Bachelor of 

Music from The Manhattan School of Music. I also have a Master of Education from The

City College of NY. However, I am completely self-taught in the area of business.”

As mentioned, many musical positions require a formal college or university level ed-

ucation. But I find it interesting that in his study, Formal and Informal Music Learning: 

37



Attitudes and Perspectives of Secondary School Non-Music Teachers, Dr. John L. Vitale 

found the forty-one participants, each non-music teachers from a suburban Toronto, 

Canada area high school, placed a high value on informally trained musicians. From the 

study’s abstract, “Data collection includes a questionnaire based on a semantic differen-

tial scale, as well as a randomly selected focus group. Hence, this is a mixed method 

study integrating both quantitative and qualitative data. Results indicate that the attitudes 

and perspectives of the participants were very positive towards informally trained musi-

cians. Specifically, participants generated three principal themes. The first theme of value

indicates that informally trained musicians are very esteemed members of society. The 

second theme of creativity identifies how informally trained musicians are great com-

posers. Lastly, the theme of non-conformity focuses on the steadfast desire of informally 

trained musicians to achieve musical competency without formal instruction. From an ed-

ucation perspective, conclusions demonstrate that formal music educators should con-

sider the inherent advantages of informal music learning.”

This begs the question–Is the investment of both time and money worth it for the as-

piring professional musician? Once again, it depends upon a musician’s career goals. For 

someone seeking a position with a professional orchestra, the answer is a resounding  

“yes.” But, for someone who is seeking to play clubs, write, perform and record pop or 

rock music, they’ll probably be better off saving their money by going the informal route.

As a matter of fact, nearly all the professional musicians I spoke with while doing the 

research for this book were informally trained and none of them felt it hurt their career. 

Many actually felt it enhanced it. They didn’t feel tied to various rules, so they had a 

wider range of creative expression to pull from. Their classically or formally trained 
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counterparts often didn’t have that same sense of creative expression playing someone 

else’s compositions. 

That’s not to say formal training stifles creativity. The formally trained musician has 

the opportunity to interpret a composition. Consider artists such as cellist, Yo Yo Ma, who

received his formal musical education at such notable schools as Harvard University, 

Juilliard School and Columbia University. He’s won several Grammy Awards and others, 

as well, including the Presidential Medal of Freedom and the National Medal of Arts. 

One doesn’t achieve this type of notoriety simply by playing note-for-note. Yo Yo Ma 

brings elegance and grace to his musical interpretations. Preeminent violinist, Itzhak Perl-

man, is similar as is pianist, conductor, and composer, André Previn.

Conversely, Black Sabbath frontman, Ozzy Osbourne, said in an interview that he had

no idea what key he sang in and couldn’t tell one end of a sheet of music from the other. 

In a 1980 Playboy Magazine interview, John Lennon is credited with saying, “None of us

could read music. None of us can write it.” Yet, Lennon and McCartney went on to write 

some of the most memorable songs of the 20th Century.

So, it all comes down to those goals. What are you trying to accomplish with your 

music. To reach your career goals, does it make sense to invest in a formal education, or 

like Lennon and McCartney, does your music emanate from your heart and soul, even 

though you may not know the difference between a whole note and a quarter note? The 

only one who can answer those questions is you. Take the time needed to develop crystal 

clear goals and the rest will fall into place.

Beyond studies, the college and university environment is conducive to music, bands 

and performance. Many well-known groups got their start on a campus. R.E.M.; Radio-
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head; Pink Floyd and Coldplay all trace their roots to a college, as do the Talking Heads 

at the Rhode Island School of Design, Public Enemy at Adelphi University and Devo at 

Kent State University. Tapping into the college music market, both for performances and 

radio, will be addressed later in this book.
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Chapter 3: Your Band’s Brand and Marketing

At some point, if you’re serious, the time will come when you’re ready to move your 

band out of the garage, get on stage, into the recording studio and into the public eye. 

You’ve practiced. You’ve rehearsed your stage performance. You’ve worked hard to hone 

your act and define your sound. One thing you probably haven’t done is given some seri-

ous thought to branding and marketing.

Don’t sweat it. It’s not that unusual. Your focus has been on the music, improving 

your playing, getting all the band’s members to play nice together (And, I’m not talking 

about the music bits). That’s the way it should be. Before you can even think about 

branding and marketing, you’ve got to have something to brand and market. Something 

viable. That might sound like a, “Duh!” statement, but all too often small businesses try 

to brand something that’s not quite there yet. Their branding, if it’s even addressed, is all 

over the place and utterly inconsistent. Then, their efforts fail and they think branding 

doesn’t work or isn’t needed. As I’ve mentioned, your band is a small business. Sure, mu-

sic might be your product, but the general business concepts are the same. As a business, 

you’ve got a brand.

What Is Branding?  

Branding is another one of those nebulous marketing terms you’ve probably heard about 

it, but aren’t too clear on what it means. Take solace in the fact that you’re hardly alone. 

You might think that a brand relates to things like chain restaurants, detergent or any 
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number of consumer products and services. While that’s true, it also relates to your band. 

Like it or not, and whether or not you choose to develop it, you have a brand. How well 

it’s defined in the minds of your fans and other audiences is up to you.

The big question is, “What the heck is this branding stuff?” Ask ten people and, 

chances are, you’ll get ten different answers. The American Marketing Association, via 

Wikipedia, offers us this explanation:

 “The American Marketing Association defines a brand as a "Name, term, design, 

symbol, or any other feature that identifies one seller's goods or services as distinct from 

those of other sellers. 

A brand’s assets can take many forms, including a name, sign, symbol, color combi-

nation or slogan. For example, Coca Cola® is the name of a brand made by a particular 

company.”

Back in the early days, the word branding began, by means of a red-hot iron stamp, as

a way to tell one person's cattle from another. The word brand has continued to evolve to 

encompass identity—it affects the personality of a product, company or service. It is de-

fined by a perception, good or bad, that your customers or prospects have about you.”

That last line is important. Being “defined by a perception,” means that even though 

it’s your act or band and you own the brand assets such as your logo, you don’t really 

own your brand. It’s really owned by your audience and lives in their minds. It’s their 

perception of your band or solo act.

Your brand is significantly more than your logo. It’s the audience’s expectation of 

your music, sound, stage presence and more. In fact, your brand encompasses every 
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touch point, meaning wherever you interact with your fans, broader audience and key in-

fluencers such as the media, recording industry personnel and others. That’s certainly not 

something to be left to chance. It requires some careful thought, asking some tough ques-

tions, planning and consistent implementation. Let’s look at some of those tough ques-

tions. These are just a starting point for you.

• What is your music all about? What are you trying to say and accomplish with it?

• Who is your audience? How are they defined? 

• What is your audience’s attitude? What are they looking for in music?

• What does your band do differently than all the others? 

• What bands or acts do you directly compete within your musical arena? What are they 

all about in terms of strengths and weaknesses?

• What major problem does your music and act solve for the audience and fans? 

This might sound like a weird question, but music does solve various problems for 

people. It might be your songs speak to the hearts and emotions of your audience and re-

flects their feelings. In effect, your tunes give them an outlet and sense of association or 

belonging. It may be that your act helps them vent some rage or simply escape for a 

while. Conversely, it may help them to relax. Maybe you’re a cover band that plays 

oldies. In that case, perhaps your music brings back fond memories for your fans.

• What have your fans gained that they didn’t have before listening to you?

This is the “What’s in it for me?” factor and closely related to the previous bullet 

point. Everybody wants to know what’s in it for them. Maybe it’s just that, as a species, 
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we’re selfish. Each time a fan or other person listens to your songs, leaves a show, buys a 

t-shirt, etc., they come away with something more. What is it? Finding the answer goes a 

long way toward gaining a clear understanding of your fans and audience-at-large.

• What do your fans always expect from you?

It might be a certain sound or type of music. Maybe it’s the type of lyrics. It could 

also be a killer stage show. For example, I can’t think of a single Iron Maiden fan who 

wouldn’t be severely disappointed if Eddy didn’t show up in some way, shape or form.

The point is that your audience is expecting something when they listen to you and/or

see your live performance. This is a good one to ask your fans directly. Why guess when 

you can simply ask?

• What is it you always do and want to be known for, both musically and your stage 

presence?

This might also cross over into other areas such as political viewpoints or various so-

cial commentaries and causes. It can also be a stage experience that’s tightly ties to the 

music. Dylan was known for social and political commentary. So are many other acts. 

Bowie was known for creating characters such as Ziggy Stardust, Major Tom and the 

Thin, White Duke. KISS, well, that kind of goes without saying. Rock, roll, makeup, 

spewing fake blood, fire here and there and costuming that was just a bit over the top.

• What is one thing that your band and music stand for?

If a fan comes away with one thought after hearing you, what would you like it to be?

That can be a tough question. For me, Billy Joel is “brilliantly entertaining songwriter 

and performer.” For Ozzy, it’s, “Whoa! What fun! That guy’s crazy (and appears to be on

a train). Meatloaf is, “This is theater, spectacle and it’s great!” 
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Putting Branding Into Action  

Developing a name and logo for your band are the first steps in your branding efforts. 

Coming up with a catchy, memorable name that truly reflects what your band and music 

is about is no small task. As a matter of fact, it can be gut wrenching. Finding a name–the

right name–can also bring with it several other not-so-happy experiences including fear 

of choosing the wrong one, apprehension, worry, foreboding and the ever popular, trepi-

dation. Sounds delightful, doesn’t it? It comes with the territory and, hopefully, it will be 

a one-time exercise, but it’s often not.

If you’re a solo performer, it’s pretty straightforward. It’s usually your name or a stage

name. For example, Davie Bowie is actually David Robert Jones. He chose the name, 

“Bowie,” based on the American knife and, as he’s noted as saying, “ … a medium for a 

conglomerate statements and illusions.” But, the main reason was the fact that a young 

and upcoming actor, Davy Jones, was already using the same name. He would go on to 

become famous as the lead singer of the Monkees. Elton John is Reginald Kenneth 

Dwight. While that’s a fine British name, it’s not very memorable or catchy. Madonna’s 

full name is Madonna Louise Ciccone. She simply chose to drop the middle and surname 

on her way to becoming a music icon. 

When it comes to a name for a band, things can get a bit trickier. There are band 

members who all have opinions, ideas and egos. Plus, there’s the matter of finding the 

right moniker or combination of words that will announce what the band is about, can be 

trademarked and, hopefully, work with a top-level domain name for a website. To help 

45



spur your naming efforts, here’s a list of band names, along with how they were devel-

oped, courtesy of our friends at Wikipedia.

• ABBA—a palindromic acronym from the initials of the first names of the band mem-

bers: Agnetha Fältskog, Björn Ulvaeus, Benny Andersson and Anni-Frid Lyngstad.

• AC/DC—Malcolm and Angus Young developed the idea for the band's name after see-

ing "AC/DC" on an electric sewing machine.

• Alice Cooper—Alice Cooper was a band before one of its members started a solo ca-

reer under the same name. Allegedly, Alice Cooper was the name of a spirit members of 

the band came in contact with through a ouija.

• Alice in Chains—A parody of Alice in Wonderland, implying sadomasochism.

• The B-52's—from the name of a beehive hairstyle, itself named for the Boeing B-52 

Stratofortress.

• Backstreet Boys—named after a flea market in Orlando, Florida.

• Badfinger—originally called "The Iveys" after a street in Swansea, Wales. Once the 

band was signed to Apple Records by The Beatles the band took the opportunity to 

change their name. The name "Badfinger" was derived from "Bad Finger Boogie," the 

working title of The Beatles' "With a Little Help from My Friends".

• The Band–They were originally known as The Hawks, after their original lead singer 

Ronnie Hawkins. While working with Bob Dylan in the 1960s, they decided to change 

their name, but were unable to agree on a new name. They finally decided to simply call 

themselves "The Band" after being derisively referred to as "the band" by critics of Dy-

lan's new electric direction on the 1966 tour.
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• Beatles–There are a few stories floating around about this one. Stuart Sutcliffe came 

up with the Beetles in 1960, which was evidently a play on Buddy Holly's Crickets. They 

went by the Quarrymen and the Silver Beetles a while later, then shortened and mutated 

that to the Beatles. Lennon and Sutcliffe may have also been influenced by the film 'The 

Wild One', which featured a motorcycle gang called the Beetles. John Lennon is gener-

ally credited with combining Beetles and Beat to come up with the Beatles spelling.

• Creedence Clearwater Revival–The band took the three elements from, firstly, Tom 

Fogerty's friend Credence Newball (to whose first name Credence they added an extra 'e',

making it resemble a faith or creed); secondly, "clear water" from a TV commercial for 

Olympia beer; and finally "revival," which spoke to the four members' renewed commit-

ment to their band.

• Depeche Mode—inspired by a French fashion magazine of the same name.

 • The Doors - The band took its name from Aldous Huxley's book The Doors of Percep-

tion, the title of which was a reference to a William Blake quotation: "When the doors of 

perception are cleansed, things will appear to man as they truly are...infinite.”

• Dream Theater—Named after a movie house in Monterey, California. The name was 

suggested by drummer Mike Portnoy's father, who lived in Monterey.

• Duran Duran—The band played at Birmingham's Barberella's nightclub so took their 

name from the villain of the cult science fiction film Barbarella, Dr. Durand-Durand.

• E Street Band—Bruce Springsteen's band was named after E Street (E, not East) in 

Belmar, New Jersey, because the band used to practice at the E Street home of pianist 

David Sancious' mother.
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•  Grateful Dead–The name Grateful Dead was chosen from a dictionary. According to 

Phil Lesh, in his biography, "... Jerry Garcia picked up an old Britannica World Language

Dictionary...[and]...In that silvery elf-voice he said to me, 'Hey, man, how about the 

Grateful Dead?'" The definition there was "the soul of a dead person, or his angel, show-

ing gratitude to someone who, as an act of charity, arranged their burial." 

• Green Day—"green day" is a slang term for spending a day smoking marijuana. Billie 

Joe Armstrong wrote a song called "Green Day" about his first experience with the drug, 

and it soon replaced "Sweet Children" as the band's name.

• Iron Maiden—Steve Harris named the band after the iron maiden torture device as 

shown in the film, The Man in the Iron Mask.

• Jefferson Airplane–According to Jorma Kaukonen, the name was coined by a friend as 

a satire of blues pseudonyms such as "Blind Lemon" Jefferson.

• Jethro Tull–Having trouble getting repeat bookings, the band took to changing their 

name frequently to continue playing the London club circuit. Band names were often sup-

plied by their booking agents' staff, one of whom, a history enthusiast, eventually chris-

tened them "Jethro Tull" after the 18th-century agriculturist. The name stuck because they

were using it the first time a club manager liked their show enough to invite them to re-

turn.

• Linkin Park–Their name came from the lead singer, Chester Bennington, because they 

had to change their name due to copyright issues, and he drove past Lincoln Park on the 

way home from band practice. However, the domain "lincolnpark.com" was more than 

they could afford, so they changed the spelling to Linkin park. It has also been suggested 
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that the name 'Linkin Park' was suggested so that the band would appear right next to 

Limp Bizkit at record stores.

• LL Cool J–“Ladies Love Cool James”

• Lynyrd Skynyrd–They were named after Leonard Skinner, a gym teacher at Robert E. 

Lee High School in Jacksonville, Florida who was notorious for strictly enforcing the 

school's policy against boys having long hair.

• Matchbox Twenty—originally titled "Matchbox 20," the band took its name from a 

softball jersey with a "20" on it and a patch that had "Matchbox" written on it. The band 

altered its name to "Matchbox Twenty" after the release of its debut album Yourself or 

Someone Like You.

• Megadeth—While Dave Mustaine was traveling back to his home in the Bay Area on a

bus after getting kicked out of his former band, Metallica, he would write lyrics on the 

back of a handbill to pass the time. The handbill itself quoted "The arsenal of megadeath 

can't be rid no matter what the peace treaties come to," which inspired him to use 

Megadeath as his band name. He later found out "The Megadeaths" was the former band 

name for Pink Floyd and dropped the 'A' in 'Death' to keep the name.

• The Moody Blues—Originally named The M&B 5 after a Birmingham brewery called 

"Mitchells & Butlers". This was changed and the new name was inspired by a Duke 

Ellington song named “Mood Indigo.”

• Nine Inch Nails—sole constant member Trent Reznor chose the name because it "could

be abbreviated easily" and denied any "literal meaning" to the name.

• Pearl Jam–The band's first name was "Mookie Blaylock" after the All-Star basketball 

player, but the name was changed to "Pearl Jam" due to trademark concerns. Vocalist Ed-
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die Vedder claimed in an early interview that the name was a reference to his great-grand-

mother Pearl Brunner. In 2006 guitarist Mike McCready said that bass player Jeff Ament 

came up with "Pearl" and that "Jam" was added after seeing Neil Young live.

• Pink Floyd—Playing under multiple names, including "Tea Set", when the band found 

themselves on the same bill as another band with the same name, Syd Barrett came up 

with the alternative name The Pink Floyd Sound, after two blues musicians, Pink Ander-

son and Floyd Council. For a time, they oscillated between The Tea Set and The Pink 

Floyd Sound, with the latter name eventually winning out. The Sound was dropped fairly 

quickly 

 • Queen–Were originally called Smile. Singer Freddie Mercury came up with the new 

name for the band, later saying: "Years ago I thought up the name 'Queen' … It's just a 

name, but it's very regal obviously, and it sounds splendid … It's a strong name, very uni-

versal and immediate. It had a lot of visual potential and was open to all sorts of interpre-

tations. I was certainly aware of gay connotations, but that was just one face of it."

• Queensrÿche–Were originally called "The Mob". The name is derived from a song on 

their EP "Queen of the Reich", and is the only known use of the letter Y with an umlaut in

English. It was used to soften "Queensreich" and not confuse the band with Nazism.

• Radiohead–originally known as "On a Friday," the band was given two weeks after 

signing to Parlophone to change their name. The band renamed themselves after the 1986

Talking Heads song "Radio Head" on the album True Stories, claiming it as the "least an-

noying song" from the album.

•  Rage Against the Machine–When the band formed in 1991, they chose the name of a 

song Zack de la Rocha had written for his old band, Inside Out.
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• The Ramones–Paul McCartney used the alias Paul Ramon when booking hotel rooms. 

So the band decided to use the last name Ramone even though it's not their given name.

• R.E.M.—vocalist, Michael Stipe, drew the acronym randomly out of the dictionary. 

The term refers to the rapid eye movement phase of sleep. Stipe says that is not the rea-

son why the band is named R.E.M.

• The Rolling Stones–from the Muddy Waters song, "Mannish Boy."

• Steely Dan—Named after a dildo in the novel Naked Lunch by William S. Burroughs.

• UB40–The title of an unemployment form called Unemployment Benefit, Form 40.

• U2–A type of spy plane from the United States. Bono once said that the band name 

came from its interactivity with the audience ... as in "you too."

• The Velvet Underground–Were named after a book about sadomasochism by Michael 

Leigh.

• Van Halen–"Van Halen" is the last name of the band's lead guitarist Eddie Van Halen 

and drummer Alex Van Halen. Although initially called Mammoth, the band changed its 

name when it found out Mammoth was already taken by another band.

• The Who–Were originally called The Detours, then changed their name to The Who af-

ter a suggestion by Townsend's friend Richard Barnes. Their first manager, Pete Meaden, 

renamed them The High Numbers, and they released one unsuccessful single, Zoot Suit, 

under that name. When EMI dropped them, the band sacked Pete Meaden and went back 

to being called The Who. Another possible reason was because of Peter Townshend's 

grandmother, who would always refer to popular bands as "The Who?," due to her im-

paired hearing.
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• Wu Tang Clan–RZA and Ol' Dirty Bastard adopted the name for the rap group after 

seeing the Kung Fu film Shaolin and Wu Tang, which features a school of warriors 

trained in Wu-Tang style.

• The Yardbirds–Grew out of Keith Relf's The Metropolitan Blues Quartet. When the 

band changed members in 1963, Relf changed the name to Yardbirds partly from the 

nickname of jazz saxophonist Charlie "Bird" Parker and partly from the American slang 

for prisoner.

Developing A Logo For Your Band or Solo Act  

Once you’ve settled on a name, designing the band’s logo, also called a mark, is the next 

logical step. In many ways, a logo is the band’s face before the public. As such, there are 

some considerations to keep in mind. A logo should be unique, immediately recognizable,

easily read and reflect the band’s brand image.

Plus, a logo must be scalable, meaning it can be reduced or enlarged without a loss in 

quality. The best way to achieve this is by creating the logo as a vector graphic. Vector 

graphics are rendered from a mathematical formula that defines the logo. Vector graphics,

in most cases, are created as Illustrator, eps or FreeHand files. The free, open source ap-

plication, Inkscape will also create vectors. Photoshop, on the other hand, creates 

bitmapped or raster images that are based on pixels per inch or other unit of measure-

ment. They cannot be scaled without a loss in quality, especially when scaled up. In other 

words, if you have your act’s logo created in Photoshop and try to make it larger than the 

original size, it will look like garbage. 

52



Another consideration is giving thought to how the mark will be reproduced. A good 

logo is as effective in black and white as it is in color. Many logo designers will work up 

the designs in black and white first. The idea is that if a mark doesn’t work well in black 

and white, color won’t help it. Also, there will be many instances where a one-color or 

black and white version is required. These include silkscreening on t-shirts or novelty 

items, newspaper ads, one-color posters, etc.

Start by getting some inspiration from the logos of well-known bands and solo per-

formers. A Web search for “band logos” will yield some starting points. Of course, you’ll 

also want to review your competition’s logos. How do various logos, also called, “marks,”

reflect a band’s branding? How do the letterforms, symbols, colors and other elements 

work together? Do they provide a clue about a band’s music and attitude?

The next big question is whether to design your logo yourself or hire a professional 

designer. Perhaps you have a friend, fan or other acquaintance who can create a profes-

sional level design. You might luck out and have a band member who’s adept at graphics.

Such was the case with the iconic KISS logo that was designed by guitarist, Ace Frehley.

A professional logo designer can be expensive, but using one can be money well 

spent. A good designer will ensure that the selected design is an authentic reflection of the

band’s identity and branding. Usually, they will also provide you with a range of file for-

mats, in both black and white and color, that will reproduce well in a variety of instances.

Many will also include a style guide for the logo that shows how it’s built, colors, fonts, 

etc.

Your Brand Is More Than Just A Logo  
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But, your brand is more than a name and a logo. Your band needs to become the entire 

“package” and work to fulfill fan expectations. Those expectations encompass the band’s

sound, music and lyrics, stage presence, appearance or “look,” along with its overall atti-

tude. It also covers more obvious things such as printed material including business 

cards, posters and other marketing materials.

Defining your band’s sound is another one of those gut-wrenching exercises artists 

need to address that’s central to branding. What the heck is a “sound,” anyway? A fair 

question that’s dodgy, at best, to define. Let’s define it as the elusive element that sepa-

rates your music from everybody else. It’s a somewhat abstract quality of music yet is of-

ten readily identifiable with a certain band or solo artist. 

For example, Queen played an eclectic mix of music, from the iconic “Bohemian 

Rhapsody,” to “Love of my life,” to “I’m in love with my car.” Although these songs are

very different, when you hear them, you immediately think, “Queen.” That’s because 

they all carry the signature Queen sound.  I saw an interview with Brian May in which he

described the band’s sound as, “big.” It’s something they pulled off seamlessly with dy-

namic harmonies, layer upon layer of tracks, Mercury’s voice and May’s distinctive gui-

tar style. It’s thick, meaty and unmistakably Queen.

Consider guitarists such as Eric Clapton, Carlos Santana, Jeff Beck, B.B. King and a 

myriad of others. Their playing style is readily identifiable. How they developed that 

sound is another complex story.

If you’re focus is being a wedding band or doing covers, note-for-note, a unique 

sound isn’t necessary. It can actually be a deterrent. The audience is expecting some de-
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cent dance music or hearing a song that sounds exactly like one of their favorite groups. 

This is where we go back and revisit your goals and what you and your band are trying to

accomplish.

When working out your sound, there are a few approaches. One approach is to take 

the time to become an educated, accomplished player. Obviously, this is a goal every mu-

sician should strive to reach. A person might be formally educated, self-taught or a com-

bination. They can play all kinds of music and imitate almost any well-known musician, 

but actively choose not to do so. They arrange songs, solos, leads and riffs so they ex-

press their musical point-of-view. They add bits of this and that, until it feels right. It’s a 

“know it in your gut,” kind of thing. The point is that they have the musical background 

and experience to do it and do it right so it becomes something they own. A cover song 

isn’t necessarily played note-for-note. It becomes their interpretation of that particular 

tune.

Another approach is to not listen to anything else but one’s own music. The idea is to 

avoid influences and not become tainted. It’s difficult, at best, to pull this off. Isolation 

usually isn’t the best option for a musical career. 

Other times, it simply happens by accident or it can be designed, worked on and re-

fined through a conscious effort. Whether you choose to proactively develop a sound or 

let it evolve on its own, the idea is to have something unique when all is said and done. 

Something that you own, can be identified with you and will resonate with your fans. 

Again, it’s often that “in-your-gut,” thing that feels and sounds right with the performer. 

Then, those musical accents are repeated in other tunes, ultimately becoming a “style,” or
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sound. It’s not so much musical, as in repeating riffs, as it is a stylistic way of playing. 

When it’s happens and is done well, it becomes something of a musical trademark.

Another important element of your musical brand is your stage presence. Fans expect 

to see a show when then shell out some money for a ticket. Otherwise, they’d just listen 

to your tunes in the comfort of their home or car. 

What you do on stage and how you do it should be memorable. You want the audi-

ence to leave wanting more and thinking, “Whoa! That was amazing!” That’s going to 

require thought, planning and some maybe tapping into some resources for props, special 

equipment, etc. Your stage presence and show don’t need to rival a major Alice Cooper 

theatrical production, but it should be more than you just standing there crooning out 

some lyrics about love gone wrong or what’s wrong with society.

YouTube is handy to generate performance ideas without breaking the bank buying 

concert tickets. Nonetheless, seeing various artists’ live shows is also important. What do

these acts do on stage? How do they interact with and engage the audience? 

Lighting equipment can get expensive pretty quick, but it can also give your show an 

inviting and exciting edge. Fog machines and similar equipment can lend some atmos-

phere to a show and enhance the lighting. But, even with the most state-of-the-art equip-

ment, if there’s no personality on stage, the show will be weak.

While on stage performing, you and the band members have a completely different 

perspective than the audience, even, and maybe especially, if you’re standing next to the 

other performer. You need to see what your show looks and sounds like from the audi-

ence’s point-of-view. Consider videotaping your performances. You might start out with 
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rehearsals and then tape live performances. It’s tough to develop a good show when you 

can’t see what the audience sees. You might think the singer is looking like a million 

bucks from the back, but the audience might think he or she is looking somewhat lame.

Without some solid way to gauge what you, your band members and front person or 

singer do on stage, all you can do is guess. “Gee, that kick looked cool.” Does it really? 

Without a video or trusted person to tell you how you come off while performing, you’re 

pretty much clueless. 

Beyond the stage show is the band’s overall “look” and attitude. Are you going for 

edgy and dark? Innocent and pure? Sexy and sultry? Something in between? What you 

wear, your hair and all the parts of your public persona should be reviewed to ensure con-

sistency with your band’s brand. KISS were masters at this. Up until 1983, KISS mem-

bers never made an official public appearance without their trademark black and white 

makeup. The personas they created were never out of character when it came to their fans

and the public-at-large.

What you wear on stage, what you say and how you say it during interviews and in 

public while representing your act should align with your brand’s ideals and image. An-

swering interview questions and interacting with fans and music industry writers, re-

porters, bloggers, etc., should be planned and rehearsed. It might sound like overkill and 

an awful lot of work, but it’s needed to ensure consistency. With consistency comes fan 

loyalty. Many of those loyal fans will become evangelists for you and help to spread the 

word much more than you and your group’s members could do on your own.

Positioning  
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If your brand lives in the minds of your audience, positioning is the place where it lives in

those minds. 

Al Reis and Jack Trout introduced the concept of positioning in 1981. Here’s their 

definition of positioning from their book, Positioning: The battle for your mind, “Posi-

tioning is an organized system for finding a window in the mind. It is based on the con-

cept that communication can only take place at the right time and under the right circum-

stances.” Think of positioning as that place in your prospects’ and clients’ minds where 

your brand sets up housekeeping.

Positioning has a lot to do with differentiation. In other words, how you are different 

from all the other bands and acts out there. Granted, there are some bands whose entire 

act is all about copying some other band or solo performer. There are loads of Beatles 

tribute bands. The same goes for Pink Floyd and many others. I saw an ad the other day 

for a performer who impersonated Nat King Cole and another who cloned Madonna. But,

most artists want to develop their own sound and identity. That’s where positioning 

comes in. As with your overall branding strategy, a positioning strategy begins with some

questions. Here are a few to help get you started.

• What, if any, position do you currently own in the minds of your fans? 

This is, obviously, a good question for involving key fans and influencers with whom 

you have a relationship. You may find that the image and position you think you’re pro-

jecting isn’t what the audience is thinking.

• What position do you want to own?

• What are the obstacles you must overcome to reach that position? 
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Obstacles can simply mean cleaning up your presentation so that it’s consistent. It can

also mean knocking out a competitor who occupies the position you want. That can be 

difficult, at best, when going toe-to-toe. A better approach might be redefining your posi-

tion so you can occupy a spot that isn’t already taken. For example, many years ago, 

Coke® held the top spot when it came to soft dinks. 7-Up® wanted that spot, but sim-

ply couldn’t compete against them. Coke’s position was simply too deeply engrained in 

consumers’ minds. In a brilliant twist, 7-Up entered the arena as the Uncola. They de-

fined a completely new position that proved to be highly successful.

• Do you have the resources to overcome these obstacles? 

This often means money for promotion, but for bands with more savvy and smarts 

than money, it can mean tapping into key fans, influencers, street teams and similar re-

sources to help you reach your desired position. For example, a grassroots word-of-mouth

campaign could be developed to get people talking about your band, what it’s all about 

(your desired position) while building buzz and awareness. 

Once you’ve established yourself and own a position, don’t forget that it takes effort, 

work and consistency to hold on to it. It’s a myth to believe that you can rest and bask in 

the warmth of your foothold in the minds of your fans. No doubt, there will be another 

band or act, odds are, several, who are going to want to kick you out and gain your posi-

tion. Consider all the bands and solo performers who have been one-hit wonders. They 

may have reached their goal, but, due to lack of a sound work ethic, inspiration, bad 

deals, support and resources to maintain their glory days, they simply faded away.
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Marketing Your Band Or Solo Act  

First off, let’s be clear. Marketing is not evil. It’s not selling your soul to “the man.” It’s 

not manipulating your fans. Well … okay. It sort of is, but in a good way. When you strip 

away all the baloney and jargon, marketing is simply finding out what people want and 

then finding a way to give it to them. That’s not so bad, now is it? In your case, it’s learn-

ing what your fans want from music and how that aligns with what you love to do. Then, 

it’s a matter of finding the best ways to tell them about it. Marketing and promotion are 

necessary if you ever hope to make it out of the garage, get known and build a loyal fans 

base. Plus, with the right attitude, it can actually be a lot of fun along the way.

Marketing, when done right, is all about being authentic. It’s being true to yourself, 

your music and your fans. People can smell a load of bull a mile away. Aside from being 

on one side of the stage as a performer, you’re just like your fans, or should be. They can 

relate to your music, message, attitude, etc. It’s why they’re a fan. You’re a fan of this 

band or that, right? What motivates you to see a show or buy a song? Why are you a fan? 

Marketing your music is often a matter of putting yourself in your fans’ shoes. What mo-

tivates you to take action will often be the same for your audience.

When it comes to marketing, NYC-based drummer, Brian Doherty, said, “As a sole 

proprietor and freelance musician, marketing and promotion happen almost everywhere 

and practically all the time.  It’s important to connect the links in the chain and to view 

every situation and every person as a potential source of business.  For instance, my me-

chanic once set up a meeting with me and another customer—a fellow musician—think-

ing that we could do business together.  Who would’ve thought that an auto mechanic 
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could provide such a connection?  Another example; A fellow teacher at my elementary 

school and I became friendly over time.  She knew of my past as a freelance drummer.  

She and her husband even came to see me play RENT on Broadway one night.  One day 

she opened up about her family and mentioned that her sister was a lawyer in the enter-

tainment business.  It turned out that her sister was indeed a lawyer and was Vice Presi-

dent of Sony Music International and was partners with icon Tommy Mattola. (Her name 

is Michelle Anthony.  Both Tommy and Michelle have since left Sony).  Much later, 

Michelle was able to get my music to Sony’s A & R department.

I have dozens of stories like this where I met people and musicians in one situation 

that later on recommended me for record dates, Broadway shows, tours and more.

With all that said, I can bullet a few of my own guerilla marketing and promotion tac-

tics.

• Let everyone know you’re open for business and what it is that you do.  Then stay alert.

• Recognize everyone as potential link to a business connection.

• Maintain an interest in what your colleagues are doing and support them, even if it’s an

“atta boy” kind of thing.

• Tell the business community–flat out–exactly what you want to do, or what the goal 

for this CD, tour or project is.  Don’t be coy or manipulative. Just don’t be pushy about it 

and remain humble.  

• Use media by sending out press releases promoting your events and accomplishments. 

• Identify your angle and make it interesting and, for god’s sake, somehow make it more 

than just about you!   In other words, explain how your supporters and patrons will bene-
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fit from your show, music or project.  Remember that the media are always looking for 

interesting and unique content.

• Be grateful and reward every recommendation with a sincere ‘thank you!’

• I do not use email lists or send email blasts. They are annoying.”

Your Marketing/Branding Plan  

With that said, it’s time for the next step–putting a workable marketing plan together that 

addresses your branding and positioning goals, action plans, competition and audience 

profile and more. What follows is an outline for a typical plan that you can use to draft 

yours

• Summary (highlights of your plan)

• Goals

• Primary goal

• Secondary goal(s)

• Branding goal(s)

• Positioning goal(s)

• Define the band identity

• Audience/fan profile

• Competition

• Products & services

• Original music

• Live shows
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• Digital downloads

• Merchandise

• Licensing

• Action/promotion plans

• Print

• Flyers, posters, business cards, etc.

• Organize street teams for materials distribution

• Internet

• Website

• Blog/podcast

• Email marketing

• Discussion group particpation

• Facebook, MySpace, Twitter & other social media

• Pandora, Spotify

• Networking

• Online networking opportunities

• Offline networking opportunities

• Public relations

• Develop industry contacts list(s)

• Media

• Labels
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• Producers, managers, agents, etc.

• Press kit

• Press releases

• Interview procedures

• Live show development

• What will you do?

• Props/ Special equipment (if/as needed)

• Playing benefits to gain recognition

• Merchandise

• Live show sales

• Website sales

• Other outlets

• Budget

• Marketing Calendar

Keeping Up Momentum  

In wrapping up branding, marketing and planning, try to put as many of your marketing 

activities on autopilot as possible. If you’ve planned well and work your plan, you’ll get 

busy. The tough thing for any small business owner is maintaining their marketing mo-

mentum when they’re at their busiest. Yet, that’s exactly when they need to keep things 

up to ensure they they’ll stay busy. What often happens, is that a small business owner, a 

musician for example, puts a plan into action and starts to see positive results. Gig and 
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projects roll in. They get busy and begin to put their marketing on the back burner. Then, 

the projects are completed and they find themselves needing to start from the beginning 

because they lost their momentum. Starting over from scratch, rebuilding a fan base, as 

well as media and industry contacts, takes a long time. That is, if can be replicated at all. 

In the music business, like other creative industries, you’re only as good as your last gig, 

CD, performance or song. When you’ve had an audience and loyal fan base, yet you 

failed to keep them engaged and interact with them on various levels, you lose credibility.

Once that’s gone, it’s awfully tough to find it again.

In the service industry, which includes music, the sales curve, or the time it takes to 

convert a client from first contact into a paying client can be six to eight months. Some-

times the curve is even longer. A lot longer. That’s a long time to go without revenue. But,

with proper planning and implementation, you’ll stay busy for the long haul.
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Chapter 4: Your Band’s Website

A Website is a “must-have,” for any performer. That’s pretty much a given. It’s how you, 

and more importantly, your fans and others use it that’s the key. Sure, there are plenty of 

third-party sites on the Web where you can establish a presence, promote yourself and 

your act, sell tunes and such. Facebook and ReverbNation come to mind. But your own 

site gives you a very valuable asset–control. With your own site, you control the brand-

ing. You control the content. Plus, if you use it to sell songs and merchandise, you can 

keep most of the money.

When executed correctly, your site can become the hub, or center point, for your pro-

motional and marketing efforts. From your site, fans can sign up for your e-newsletter, 

listen to and purchase your music, learn about up-coming shows, connect with you on 

Facebook, Twitter, MySpace and other third-party sites and more. That’s pretty valuable 

stuff.

But, before you start reaping the benefits of a site, some questions are in order, as 

well as some careful planning. Having crystal clear goals and an intimate knowledge of 

your audience both go miles toward developing a killer site that engages its visitors and 

keeps those visitors, now fans, coming back.

Developing A Killer Website  

I’ll be using the term, “killer website,” several times throughout this chapter. A definition,

therefore, is in order. And here’s one for you: 
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A killer website is one that engages its visitors, gives them what they want and does 

so in a transparent manner that doesn’t require visitors to jump through several hoops. 

Plus, it’s memorable, informative and compelling to bookmark and forward to friends 

and associates.

Sound like a tall order? It is. What it means, simply, is paying close attention to the 

“dos” and also the “don’ts.” Inasmuch as your site should be creative, it’s not really the 

place to reinvent the wheel. There are tried and true tactics and techniques that have been 

proven to work. Consider the following.

• Keep the design, look and feel, clean and professional. Every element on your site 

should be there for a reason.

• Use intuitive, predictable navigation.

Don’t force visitors to learn a new type of navigation method to get around your site. 

Ideally, a visitor should be able to get what they want in no more than two clicks. One is 

better.

• The design shouldn’t overshadow the content. It should complement it.

• Don’t use banner ads unless you have a lot of traffic or sponsors and ads are a potential 

revenue source.

• Keep the content digestible.

Web users tend to scan pages, rather than read them. Use lists when appropriate. Keep

paragraphs short and text blocks narrow. There’s little worse than having to read a block 

of text that’s the width of your entire monitor.

• Be consistent throughout the site in terms of the content tone and overall design.
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• Avoid Flash is possible or use it sparingly.

• Don’t use a splash page.

Splash pages are intro pages to a site. Whereas they may have been nifty back in the 

90s, when nobody really knew what they were doing when it came to Web design, they 

serve no purpose today and can hurt your SEO (Search Engine Optimization).

• Give careful though to keywords and phrases. 

Test potential keyword with a keyword tool such as Google’s Keyword Tool. You can 

find it at www.adword.google.com/select/KeywordToolExternal. It will provide a wealth 

on information including how many searches were conducted for a particular word or 

phrase and alternate keywords you may not have considered.

Planning Your Website  

Before starting to plan your site, some background might be in order for those who aren’t 

familiar with how this whole Web thing works under the hood. It’s important to get a han-

dle on things at the beginning so you don’t find yourself tripping over yourself down the 

road and need to redo your work.

There are two accounts you’ll need–a domain name account and a hosting account. A 

domain name account is your www.yourband.com. It can be purchased from several 

sources including GoDaddy.com, Register.com and NetworkSolutions.com. When the 

Web was young, Network Solutions was the only source to buy a domain name and peo-

ple paid around $75.00 US for them. Now they can be obtained for under $10.
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Although domain names are significantly less expensive today, it’s much more diffi-

cult to get the name you want. If you have a very unique band name, it might be easier, 

but be prepared to settle for an alternate.

Consider this. In December, 2011 there were roughly 400 million websites on the In-

ternet and billions of pages within those sites. It becomes readily apparent that securing 

the domain name you want can be a tough act. Beyond this, the Web spawned a new in-

dustry of domain name brokers. These companies buy huge blocks of domain names in 

the hopes of selling them to folks. Getting mixed up with these companies can be prob-

lematic, at best. Although you might be able to purchase a “just right” name from Go-

Daddy for under $10, a broker might want to charge you several thousand dollars or more

for the name you want. So, go for the name you want, ideally your name or your band’s 

name, but also create a list of alternatives, such as YourBandNameMusic.com or Your-

BandNameOnline.com. 

Dot com is the most intuitive extension for domain names and the one you should 

shoot for, but there are plenty of others including .net, .info, .org and .mobi for mobile de-

vices. Actually, there are over 300 extensions available worldwide for various purposes. 

There’s nothing inherently wrong with having an extension other than dot com, it simply 

requires a bit more marketing and promotion effort to get the name out to your public. 

When guessing, people will typical try dot com first and then, maybe, try some others. 

Getting .info or .net into their brains will require more effort on your part.

The other account you’ll need is a hosting account. A host is the server where your 

site files live. “Server” is nothing more than a fancy name for a hard drive that’s con-

nected to the Internet. Like domain names, hosting tended to be much more expensive 
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when the Web just getting started. Nobody really knew what this stuff was worth. As 

competition grew, as always, prices came down. Now you can purchase a hosting account

for less than $50 US per year or roughly $4.00 per month. This will often be a basic ac-

count, but it should provide ample features for most musicians. For example, I use Hands 

On Web Hosting’s Ultralite package for my sites. I pay for it annually and it’s $48. For 

that, here’s what I get:

• 5 gigabyte of storage

• Unlimited bandwith 

• Unlimited email accounts

• Unlimited email autoresponders (automatic emails)

• Unlimited MySQL databases (important for blogs and e-commerce)

• Wordpress and several other blogging applications

• Numerous scripts, or programs, that do all sorts of things

There are many options when it comes to hosting companies. As mentioned, I use 

HandsOnWebHosting.com. Similar hosts include HostGator.com, LunarPages.com, Blue-

host.com and many more. A quick Google search for “hosting companies,” or “compare 

hosting companies,” will return plenty of contenders. Also, ask around to learn what 

hosting companies your friends and colleagues are using for their sites. Two of the most 

important things you’ll want to find out is how their good and responsive their support 

team is and how much “up” time their servers have. “Up” time refers to the amount of 
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time the server is running keeping sites live. It’s normal to have some downtime for 

maintenance, but too much is a problem.

Putting It Down On Paper  

After settling on a domain name and short-listing some hosting companies, it’s time to 

start putting your plan down on paper. This is another important step. An amazing thing 

happens when plans are written down. Stuff tends to actually get done. A written Website 

plan gives it life and also holds you accountable.

Begin your plan with your goals and objectives. Goals are broad-based intentions. 

They’re what you’re trying to accomplish with your site in terms of the big picture. Clear,

well-defined goals will be the foundation of your plan and steer the rest of your activities.

Objectives, on the other hand, are more like action plans. They usually have a date asso-

ciated with them and are quantifiable. In other words, measurable. So, a goal might be, 

“Develop a method of selling and distributing our music via the site.” An objective might

be “Integrate Paypal into the site as a payment method by June 30, 2012.”

With your goals and objectives in hand, begin to determine what pages will be needed

and what elements, assets and resources will be needed to populate those pages. Will your

recordings need to be converted to mp3s? How do you stand on images? Do you need to 

have current band or individual photos taken? What about writing? Are you or a band 

member comfortable doing that, or will you need to hire a writer? Gathering your materi-

als together before you start building the site will help move things along in a timely 

manner and, if you use a Web designer or developer, it can save you some dough.

A typical band or musician Website contains the following pages:
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• Homepage

• Events Calendar

• Bio(s)

• Music Samples

• Lyrics

• Discography

• Photos

• Merchandise/Store

• Media/Press Page

• Blog

• Contact Info

Your site may have all of these page or just some of them. You may find you need 

specific pages for various topics. You may not be sure what order your pages should be 

within the navigation bar. This is where a site map comes in handy. A site map shows 

how the pages within your site relate to each other through links and navigation and, 

frankly, it doesn’t need to be a high-level design effort. A legal pad or some index cards 

will do the trick. If you have some graphics software, so much the better. Draw out boxes 

that represent the pages in your site. Add some lines or arrows that show what links to 

what. If you choose the index card route, write the page names on the cards and then lay 

them out on a table. Move them around until you believe things are just right. Then, 

move it over to paper. For a site map example, visit neiltortorella.com/sitemap-exam-

ple.pdf
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Do It Yourself Or Hire A Designer  

Now for the big question. Should you build the site yourself or should you hire a de-

signer/developer? By the way, a designer generally handles just the front-end of the site 

design. The “look and feel,” if you will. This normally is about the site page layout, fonts

and typography, colors, and various other visual elements. A developer typically takes 

care of the backend functionality. These are things like links, scripts that do this and that, 

navigation functions, contact forms and a myriad of other programming functions. These 

two often work together as a team, along with a writer, and there are those who handle 

both areas of site building.

There are loads of tools available on and offline to help you build a site. You might be

lucky and have a band member or friend who can do it or help you out. Lots of musicians

go that route. You might really luck out and have a family member … like your father … 

who’s willing to push a pixel or two. That was the case with Eric Knight, a web-savvy 

musician and self-promotion virtuoso. “I have the good fortune that my father is a Web-

master and we are both computer nerds. So, he builds them and then I maintain it,” said 

Knight. Eric’s site is very well executed and incorporates all the elements I’ve written 

about so far. It’s clean, contemporary and provides all the information a fan or the media 

could want. Plus, Knight’s site ties into ReverbNation for videos, lots of music samples, 

lyrics and much more. It’s a great example for independent musicians and band to follow.

His site can be found at www.ericknightonline.com.

Not all acts are so fortunate. Sure, you could probably muddle through it, drink lots of

coffee, that will eventually degrade into tequila or vodka, guaranteed, get incredibly frus-
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trated and invent a litany of colorful new curse words and phrases. If that sounds like 

you, you might be wise to invest in hiring a Web designer and/or developer. Contracting 

out your site’s design and development can make your life a lot easier, so you can con-

centrate on your music. But be aware, a good designer or developer doesn’t come too 

cheap. Suffice to say the good ones, like so many professions, are not inexpensive.

If you decide to go it alone, there are a few things you’ll need beyond mp3s of your 

tunes, some content, images and perhaps some performance videos. First, you’ll need at 

least a basic understanding of HTML, the language of Websites. Next, you’ll also need 

some artistic ability if you want your site to stand out and engage your audience. Some 

marketing savvy is important, as is an understanding of search engine optimization. A 

great deal of information, best practices, tools and techniques can readily be found with a 

few Web searches.

Whether you choose to do it yourself or hire a professional there’s a common process 

for building a site. It may vary slightly from designer to designer, but the broad strokes 

are usually the same. A typical process for a Web designer is as follows:

Phase 1 – Research, Content Creation, Design  

• Research (audience, competition, design, etc.)

• Asset gathering (existing assets, stock and custom images, mp3s, etc.)

• Content writing & revisions

• Preliminary design and layout

• Revisions
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• Approvals

Phase 2 – Development  

• Setup development site

• Wireframe development & testing (a stripped down version of the key pages)

• Create pages (HTML, CSS, etc.)

• Additional programming, database development, as needed

Phase 3 – Testing & Proofing  

• Cross-browser compatibility (Firefox, Safari, Chrome, Explorer, etc.)

• Cross-platform compatibility (Windows, Macintosh)

• Proofreading

• Link testing, verification

• Submit to search engines

• Launch

With your goals in hand, your content gathered, a sitemap and the background re-

search handled, the process moves to the design phase. If you have some artistic flair, you

might start from scratch. A graphics program is imperative when designing your site. 

Many use Photoshop® to lay out the pages, others prefer Fireworks®. They’re similar 

programs, each with its individual plusses and minuses.  If you don’t have Photoshop® 

and shelling out a load of dough to buy a copy isn’t your idea of a good time, consider an 

open-source solution. Gimp is an open-source, or free, image editor that works much like 

Photoshop®. Partner Gimp with Inkscape, another open-source application, and you’ve 

75



on your way. Inkscape is a vector-based drawing program, very similar to Adobe® Illus-

trator®. It’s useful to create logos and various other graphics that will be incorporated 

into your site and other marketing and promotional materials for that matter.

Once you’ve settled on the design, it’s time to start turning it into a Website. Before 

you start coding, the design is normally sliced up into smaller images that are then 

stitched back together with HTML and CSS. CSS stands for Cascading Style Sheets. 

Style sheets define the look, or presentation, of a site. HTML defines the content and 

structure of the site.

Many hosting companies include some type of online HTML editor in their hosting 

packages and there are several open-source ones available for download off the Web. 

PageBreeze, CoffeeCup and Amaya are some examples. These are WYSIWYG editors or

“What You See Is What You Get.” This type of visual editor make the process much eas-

ier and lightens the amount of HTML you’ll need to know. But, knowing it is still a good 

idea when troubleshooting time rolls around.

If hiring a freelancer Web designer or firm makes more sense for your situation and 

pocketbook, they often bring with them some valuable insights. First and foremost is that 

they’re not you. They’re not a band member. Heck, they may not even be a fan. That 

means their viewpoint is more objective since they’re not as close to things. Plus, they 

know the ropes when it comes to not only Web design, but also the background research, 

SEO and tools and techniques to get the most out of your site. Well, providing, of course, 

that they’re good at what they do.

Joe Deninzon of the band, Stratospheerius, hired a pro for the Stratospheerius site. He

said,  “I hired a professional web designer. We live in the DYI age, but I’d rather hire 
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someone who knows what they’re doing to do my website and go write a new song in the 

meantime.”

Hiring out the site building can be the best decision you can make … or the worst. 

Here’s why. In many ways, working with a Website designer, when you don’t know much

about building Websites, is like working with an auto mechanic when you don’t know 

much about the inner workings of the internal combustion engine. That nagging voice in 

the back of your head keeps repeating, “Are they taking advantage of me?” 

Most Web designers are very ethical people who want nothing more than to build a 

brilliant site for your band. Sure, they want to get paid, too. But, they are above board and

not interested in taking you for a ride. However, there are some out there who will prey 

on your lack of knowledge. 

Here are a few rules of thumb to keep you safe:

• Ensure your domain name & hosting accounts are in your name, not the designer’s.

You can run into trouble if your designer gets mowed over by a Mack truck or there’s 

a falling out between the two of you. If I had a dime every time I’ve heard this, and had to

subsequently work it all out so my client could have their site back, I’d be in the tropics 

sipping umbrella-laden drinks on the beach. Oh wait. I live in the tropics. Nonetheless, 

the advice still stands.

• Create a Request for Proposal (RFP) that describes your goals, needs, deadlines, bud-

get, timeline, etc.

• Get at least three estimates/proposals
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• Ensure they’re “apples to apples”

Don’t be taken in by folks who want to up-sell you or give you something other than 

what you asked for. Put together a site project brief that describes the key elements, must-

haves, etc. Think of a project brief as though it were a set list for your next gig. With a set

list, the whole band plays the same songs at the same time. You avoid the bassist playing 

Purple Haze, while the singer’s crooning out Crazy Train.

• Have a project agreement/contract

• Reduce costs by providing as much content, assets (graphics, images, etc.) as possible

• If possible, include audience/fan research

• Provide content digitally as possible

• Keep on top of progress but don’t micro-manage

The more material and information you can provide to your designer, the less time 

they’ll have into the site and that means a lower cost, in most cases. One other word to 

the wise. If you don’t understand something, ask. Many designers and developers get 

hung up with trade jargon–all those technical terms and alphabet soup such as ASP, PHP, 

FTP, Javascript and so on. The designer probably isn’t trying to confuse you. They just 

use these terms all the time and tend to forget that they can make a layperson’s head hurt.

If at all possible, have a content management system (CMS) included in your site. A 

CMS is a backend tool that will allow you to maintain the site with relative ease once it ’s 

live. There are several open source options when it comes to CMS and your designer may

have one that they use often.
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Many are turning to Wordpress as a CMS and that’s what drummer-for-hire, Brian 

Doherty , did. He said, “At first I had a pro do it [Website] and then realized that in order 

to update the content, I’d have to learn to do it.  Thus, I use Blogger and Wordpress—free

and easy.” 

Originally a blogging application (and still is), Wordpress has become very popular 

for building and managing complete Websites. It’s free and relatively easy to use, but it 

can also be extremely robust. Wordpress utilizes “plugins,” or small applications, often 

free, that perform all sorts of functions. There are plugins to handle contact forms, SEO, 

image galleries and much more. For musicians, there are Wordpress plugins that tie into 

ReverbNation and SoundCloud, create performance calendars, stream music, integrate 

social media and many more. Plus, given its blogging roots, with Wordpress, a blog can 

be easily created and incorporated into your site.

Similar to Wordpress, Drupal and Joomla are popular options for building an easy-to-

maintain site. Singer-songwriter, Anna Fermin, took the Drupal route with her partner. 

“My collaborator/business partner, Aaron Barber, took on the building of our Website.  It 

was built using Drupal, which Aaron learned on his own from the bottom up.  Since my 

other talents lie in graphic design, we were able to team up to build and design our site.  

It was a lot of work and time put in for Aaron to learn the language of Drupal, but we had

a very small budget, and for what we wanted, we were going to need to implement on our

own.  We simply couldn’t afford to hire someone to do it for us.  In the end, we got ex-

actly what we wanted: a Website with a highly customized look and functionality.  No 

cookie-cutter website here,” said Fermin. 
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Keeping In Touch With Fans Via An E-Newsletter  

Savvy musicians know they need to continually market and promote themselves to stay 

on their fans’ radar screens. They’ve learned that marketing isn’t evil. Marketing is their 

best bet to slay the monster called Feast Or Famine Syndrome. Keeping the lines of com-

munication open between you and your fans is imperative to building your fan base, as 

well as selling tickets, music and merchandise. Finding tools that work and keep a musi-

cian top-of-mind is critical to help ensure future gigs and sales. So, finding the right 

tools–tools that are both inexpensive and work–is pretty darn important. 

Fortunately, we live in a day and age where there are loads of online marketing and 

promotion tools and tactics that won’t break the bank. Many are even free. The Web has 

radically changed the way musicians, and businesses in general, leverage and implement 

their marketing efforts. Gone are the days of promoting a show with posters tacked to 

telephone poles.

Enter the old standby, email marketing, and its younger cousin, social media. Face-

book, with its 900+ million users, is free as is Twitter. A blog or podcast can be great 

tools for musician to share their thoughts, present their music, sell tickets and feature 

merchandise. YouTube also offers an excellent platform for getting the word out with 

video.

But, there’s some talk out there that e-mail marketing is becoming a thing of the past, 

what with all this social media and networking stuff going on. I beg to differ. I believe it’s

still a very viable marketing tool. Here’s why:

• E-newsletters are dirt cheap to produce.
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• Email marketing has one of the highest returns on investment (ROI) indexes of all mar-

keting channels.

• Response cycles for email are pretty darn quick.

• Email is an effective and an oh-so-handy way of driving people to your Website, blog 

and/or social media outlets such as your band’s Facebook page.

• Email is highly trackable.

You can track who opened your email, when they opened it, what links were clicked 

and more. That’s great to learn what’s important to your audience.

• Emails are forward-able.

When was the last time you received a marketing piece by snail mail and was so 

taken by it that you slapped a label and stamp on it and mailed it to a friend?

That second bullet point is important and it's a wee bit off. Email marketing doesn't 

simply have one of the highest ROIs, it is the highest, according to the Direct Marketing 

Association (DMA). A recent DMA study showed email marketing’s average ROI to be 

an astounding $45.06 for every dollar spent. That's more than double Internet marketing’s

ROI of $19.94 for every dollar spent on banner ads and such. That fact alone should mo-

tivate you to get into email marketing, if you haven't done so already.

Like Twitter and other social media outlets, email subscribers have expressed an in-

terest in what you have to say. They’ve “opted in” by subscribing or following you. This 

is called inbound, or permission marketing, where the fans find you. Outbound marketing

is what most people would call “traditional” marketing and advertising techniques. It in-
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cludes print and broadcast ads, posters, flyers, direct mail, etc. The thing they all have in 

common is that the business finds the prospect and interrupts them with a marketing mes-

sage the prospect probably doesn’t want to hear or see. So, they tune it out. It seems to 

me that having a list of 500 prospects and influencers who have said they want to hear 

from you is significantly better than a list of, say, 10,000 who will probably never see 

your show, buy a tune or t-shirt.

Outbound marketing is a numbers game. More impressions equals more sales. An im-

pression is each time the audience sees or hears your message. It’s a shotgun approach 

that’s bloated with waste. For example, average response rate for direct mail ranges from 

around .5 percent to 2 percent. Getting a 2 percent response is considered to be pretty 

darn good and has the advertiser doing the happy dance.

But, let’s flip that over for a minute. A 2 percent response rate means that 98 percent 

was wasted. In effect, the marketer, or musician in this case, is throwing away an awful 

lot of their hard-earned money, while thinking he or she is doing good. It simply doesn’t 

add up or make any kind of fiscal sense. Well, it makes perfect sense to whoever is sell-

ing direct mail programs.

Alas, I digress. So, is email marketing dead? I don’t think so. It has, however, 

changed its role. In the beginning, email marketing was an independent act. Now days, it 

needs to be a team player. Email marketing and social media should be two elements of 

an overall promotion plan and program for musicians. Each element within the program 

should promote the other with a value-packed, consistent voice.

Want more hard truth? Here you go. Crafting your message with quality information 

that’s authentically useful to your fans is paramount. Why? Because fans ultimately want 
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to know what’s in it for them. Where’s the payoff? Be sure to give them one with each 

message and they’ll keep coming back for more. In a nutshell, your e-marketing efforts 

and your entire marketing program should be all about the audience and not about you. 

Promote your tour dates, but also give them some sound bytes, if not full songs. Have a 

contest or giveaway a few t-shirts or other merchandise. Give your subscribers a reason 

to open your messages each time they hit the inbox.

Getting Ready For Email Marketing  

It’s not practical to send out an e-newsletter from your computer’s email application such 

as Outlook or Mac Mail. The main reason is that your Internet Service Provider (ISP) or 

hosting company might close your account or suspend it if you send more than one hun-

dred emails at a time. Sending too many messages is a big red flag that you might be a 

spammer. One hundred is a fairly typical cap that sets off an automatic server response by

the ISP or host. These companies need to protect themselves and their customers.

Another reason is that there’s no way to track your message and analyze the results. 

Without some tracking method and analytics in place, you’re emailing in the dark, never 

knowing if your messages are effective, or even being opened for that matter.

Fortunately, there are several email marketing services available to help you out. Con-

stant Contact, Vertical Response, MailChimp, AWeber and iContact are just a few. While 

each has its specialty and focus, they all typically offer templates, manage the opt-in and 

out process, manage subscriber lists, provide sign up box code for your site and provide a

wealth of email marketing information.
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With regard to specialties, for example, Constant Contact, a very popular service, fo-

cuses on integrating emails with events. Let’s say you have a show coming up. Constant 

Contact lets you set up an event information page that includes a description of the show, 

its time and location, along with a map. Plus, these information pages are highly custom-

izable. You can add in links to your site, social media and even add links to sound bytes 

and video. You can also add links to purchase tickets, merchandise and more.

The information page is tied to an email message that is sent to your subscriber list on

a predetermined day and time. You can also set up multiple email messages to be sent at 

predetermined times on specific dates. After the message is sent, you can log onto your 

Constant Contact account and review the message statistics. This is very handy stuff. You

can see how many subscribers, by name, opened your email; when they opened it; how 

many times the opened it; what links they clicked; how many opt-out were requested and 

how many email addresses bounced. These statistics, over time, allow you to learn what’s

important to your subscribers and to develop content that is valuable to them, based on 

open rates and click thrus.

AWeber offers similar features and tools, but focuses on autoresponders. An autore-

sponder is an automatic email, or series of emails, that is sent after a trigger is activated, 

usually subscribing to an e-newsletter or responding to a free download offer, usually 

some sort of e-book or report. It can be a great way to keep in touch with your sub-

scribers without needing to craft emails all the time. You create the response, or re-

sponses, once, set up the sending schedule and you’re done. Autoresponders can be useful

to promote a new CD or single song downloads, upcoming shows, news and other infor-

mation.
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But what about developing content for regular e-newsletters? That can become a chal-

lenge for many small business owners in a fairly short time. Here are some ideas:

• Upcoming shows

• Band or musician news

• New music

• New merchandise

• Band member profiles

• Song backgrounds–how and why you wrote a particular tune

• Links to YouTube video clips

• Ask for performance and song feedback

• New blog posts

• Social media highlights

Social media can be a great thing and will be discussed in depth in the next chapter. 

But, social media posts, tweets and the likes tend to get lost in the shuffle. These outlets 

go by rather fast and everybody is in a frantic pace to be heard. Email marketing isn’t as 

rushed. Your subscribers are subscribers because they want to hear from you. That’s 

golden. Odds are, these fans will take the time to open your messages and follow a few 

links. In return, give them something beyond news. Consider giving away a couple of t-

shirts or other merchandise, just for your subscribers. Maybe you could hold a contest 

and offer a backstage pass with a “meet and greet” the band for the winner. People want 
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to feel special and they want to be part of a group. An offer such as, “Just for our newslet-

ter subscribers …” can be a great motivator and also encourage your subscribers to pass 

on your newsletter sign up information to their friends.

With your email marketing in place, it’s a good idea to have at least three or four 

newsletters written and ready to go. As your marketing and promotion efforts begin to 

pay off, you’ll get busy. When you get busy, you’ll forget to get your newsletter ready to 

go. So, you miss a month. Then two. The next thing you know, you’re subscribers are 

opting out and your newsletter fizzles away. Having a few newsletters in place and sched-

uled to be published will help ensure that doesn’t happen and you don’t find yourself in a 

scramble to send one out. When you’re rushed, errors happen and your newsletter efforts 

tend to become weak. 

A Word About Selling Merchandise Online  

Selling merchandise, such as t-shirts, hats, mugs, posters and similar items, can be a nice 

shot in the revenue arm for solo performers and bands. But, there’s still a notion that sell-

ing stuff online is an easy road to riches. It’s not. Getting even a loyal fan to dig into their

pocket and pull out some cash or a credit card is no easy task. But it can be done.

Before you can sell stuff, you’ll need some stuff to sell. Sure, that’s a no-brainer, but 

not as simple as it may sound. You have some options. If you want to sell t-shirts, for ex-

ample, the conventional route is to hire a designer to create the design, or do it yourself. 

With art in hand, it’s off to the silkscreener where you’ll need to buy shirts and pay the 

printer. Then, you’ll need to store the finished shirts somewhere, arrange for payment 
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methods, whether cash, checks, credit cards and, ideally, a combination of each. You’ll 

also need to make shipping arrangement for sales that aren’t local to you. You’ll need to 

have some sort of return policy, in most cases. That’s an awful lot of time, money and ef-

fort to sell some shirts. In fact, it can quickly turn into its own full-time business.

Here’s a better idea. Let the Internet come to the rescue. There are several sites where 

you can create all sorts of products and have them created and fulfilled on demand. That 

means you won’t need to carry an inventory. You sell one shirt. They print and ship one 

shirt.

The grand daddy of these services is CafePress.com, which is the seasoned pro when 

it comes to Web-based on-demand printers. A CafePress account is free to set up. Free is 

good. They offer a wide range of products including apparel, drinkware, posters, key 

chains, tote bags and more, right down to license plate frames, all of which you can slap 

your logo and site address on.

Add your CafePress store link to your site, e-newsletter and other outlets, such as 

Facebook and MySpace pages, Twitter, etc. When someone buys a product, the magic 

starts. CafePress receives the order, prints up the product and handles the shipping for 

you. Plus, they offer several promotional tools and information resources, including cus-

tomizable widgets for your site. CafePress makes it easy and is a fairly risk-free method 

to sell merchandise online.

Selling merchandise is only one part of the story. When fans buy your merchandise, it

becomes a promotional tool. In effect, your fans are paying you for the privilege of pro-

moting your act. When a fan wears one of your shirts or hats, think about how many oth-

ers will see it and maybe visit your site or ask about your music.
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In closing out this chapter, your Website and your e-newsletter or email marketing 

are, arguably, the most important elements in your overall marketing and promotion ef-

forts. Don’t leave them to chance. Give each the quality thought and planning they de-

mand to be effective. With a little savvy, both can be implemented without a lot of cash 

and the return can far outweigh the investment.
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Chapter 5: The Importance of Social Media for Musicians

Social media is a phenomenon. In a relatively short amount of time it has changed the 

way we humans communicate. It’s gone from a medium of telling folks what you’re hav-

ing for lunch to a marketing powerhouse that companies leverage to get the word out to 

their audience, followers and “likes” in an effort to forge relationships and ultimately sell

more products and services. Musicians are also using it to build relationships with fans, 

get the word out about upcoming shows, spread news and sell their music. Considering 

that I like Jimi Hendrix’s and Janis Joplin’s Facebook pages, it seems as though social 

media even reaches beyond the grave. Now that’s some powerful stuff.

In this chapter, I’ll explore the various social media outlets and some of the best prac-

tices you can implement to get the most mileage for your time investment. Yup, I wrote, 

“time investment.” Allow me to explain. I do a social media presentation for small busi-

nesses. Actually, at three plus hours, it’s more of a workshop. Inevitably, about halfway 

through the presentation, someone will raise their hand and ask, “This is all great, but 

doesn’t it take an awful lot of time?” In a word, “yes.” Like most things, what you put 

into it is proportionate to what you get out of it. But, if not managed correctly, you can 

easily find yourself putting in a lot of time with little, if anything, to show for your ef-

forts.

Facebook  

If you’re like almost one billion other people on Planet Earth, at the time of this writing, 

you’ve got a Facebook profile. It’s your personal profile page where you bring your 

89



friends up to speed about what you’re doing, comment on what they’re doing and share 

the occasional link, article, viral video and funny image. What you may not have is a 

Facebook Page dedicated to your music, band or act. If you don’t, you should get one … 

now. Facebook has three levels of user intertaction. People have profiles. Organizations, 

causes, and like-minded folks can also have groups. Businesses, including musicians, 

have Pages. The reality is that just due to its sheer user numbers, Facebook can’t be ig-

nored. Let’s look at those numbers, courtesy of HowManyAreThere.org.

• 901 million monthly active users at the end of March 2012.

• Approximately 80% of Facebook monthly active users are outside the U.S. and 

Canada.

• 526 million daily active users on average in March 2012.

• 488 million monthly active users who used Facebook mobile products in March 2012, 

and more than 500 million mobile monthly active users as of April 20, 2012.

• During March 2012, on average 398 million users were active with Facebook on at 

least six out of the last seven days.

• More than 125 billion friend connections on Facebook at the end of March 2012.

• An average of 3.2 billion Likes and Comments generated by Facebook users per day 

during the first quarter of 2012.

• More than 42 million Pages with ten or more Likes at the end of March 2012.

• Facebook is available in more than 70 languages.
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Those are pretty impressive statistics and a testament to why you or your band needs 

to have a Facebook presence and a robust one, at that. Facebook not only provides a 

medium to reach out to your fan base on their desktop or laptop computers, but also their 

mobile devices, which is a fast growing segment of the audience and the Web-at-large for

that matter..

Begin by pointing your browser to https://www.facebook.com/pages/create.php where

you can select, “Artist, Band or Public Figure.” Next, choose a category, in your case, 

“Musician or Band.” Pop in your name or the name of your band and agree to Facebook’s

terms.

Once your Page is created, it’s time to start dressing it up. Early in 2012, Facebook 

changed the layout for personal profiles and Pages, adding in the “timeline” and “cover 

image.” The cover image appears at the top of a Facebook Page, is 851 pixels by 315 

pixels and ideally less than 100 kilobytes. It can be pretty much anything you like except 

a blatant sales message. Do some Facebook searches for musicians and bands you like 

and you’ll get a good idea of what is being done. As mentioned, if you haven’t shelled out

a ton of money for Photoshop, open-source image editor, Gimp, has you covered for cre-

ating your cover image.

After uploading your cover image, complete the “About” page, giving your fans the 

low down about who you are, what your music is about, how your act developed and sim-

ilar information. Be sure to include your contact information so all those booking agents 

can get in touch.

Use the “Photos” section to upload performance images, band member photos and re-

lated images. Populate the “Events” section with upcoming show dates and other events. 
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You might consider using the “Notes” section to write your thoughts about shows, music 

you’re writing or recording and such. Tapping into the Networked Blogs app can bring 

your blog posts into Facebook. That’s handy to help build your blog’s  readership. 

One of the most important aspects of a Facebook Page is to make it personal. You not 

only want to reach out to your fans, but also have them reach out to you and feel as 

though they know you, personally. Sure, you’ll post updates about your music, but also 

post items that are of interest to you beyond music. Doing so can go a long toward ce-

menting those fan relationships.

Use your Facebook Page to give your fans a backstage pass, of sorts. One of the great

features of Facebook is its mobile connectivity. As your getting ready to play a show, 

send a few updates from your phone to your Page about what you’re doing to prepare for 

the performance, how excited you and your band mates feel about playing the venue and 

what’s happening backstage. This gives your fans, many of who are probably in the audi-

ence, some insight into you and the show, but also lifts the curtain, so to speak, and 

brings you closer to your fans. It’s a simple thing, but can be very effective.

Reach out to other bands, performers and music industry folks via Facebook. These 

can be bands and artists you’ve worked or performed with along the way or just acts that 

you admire, where you’re the fan. This is a great way to help increase the number of Page

“likes.”

Don’t forget to use the various third-party apps that are available for use with your 

Facebook Page. BandPage, ReverbNation and Damntheradio, bring in elements such as 

music players, events listings, merchandise sales tools, “like” gates and email list 
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builders. “Like gating,” by the way, is forcing a Facebook user who has not already liked 

your Page to like it before they can see content on a particular custom Facebook tab.

Finally, remember it’s not all about you. Engage your fans by asking their opinions, 

pose questions and making them feel special. Get them involved. As mentioned in the 

previous chapter, people want to feel that they’re special and part of a group. So, as with 

email marketing, create special offers, deals and exclusive Facebook content.

Twitter  

Having a Facebook Page is a good start, but there’s still much to do. Twitter is your next 

step. Like Facebook, it can’t be ignored if for no other reason than sheer numbers. Your 

fans are on Twitter and you need to meet them on their turf.

Before you start tweeting, give consideration to how your band or personal brand 

should be perceived. If you’re a solo performer, that’s pretty straight-forward. If you have

a band, will you tweet under the band’s name or will the individual members manage 

their own accounts? 

As mentioned, domain names are becoming tougher to secure. It’s the same with 

Twitter. Be prepared to settle for something that’s perhaps less than ideal. For example, 

solo musician, Eric Knight, a reasonably common name, uses eric_knight. Similarly, 

Tower of Power uses TOP, although I don’t know if that’s by design or not, but Towerof-

Power is owned by someone else.

Twitter has a name search function that will simply tell you if they handle you type in

when you set up your account is already taken. You might also try other services such as 
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Tweexchange.com. Namechk.com is something of a one-stop shopping site for available 

names on numerous sites.

When you consider your branding, give careful thought to your profile information 

and your background image. For example, Paul McCartney uses a simple black back-

ground with his signature in white. He can do that because … well … he’s Paul McCart-

ney, after all. Many artists use a performance image, while others use their logo. The 

point is to be creative and reinforce your brand. 

From a design production standpoint, Twitter backgrounds are aligned to the left. 

That’s where your important information should go. These are things like your act’s 

name/logo, contact information, Website address, etc. For 99 percent of your visitors, a 

left side width of 66 pixels is safe. The overall size of my Twitter background (left to 

right) is 1600 pixels at a height of 1200 pixels. It seems to work well for my followers 

and visitors, since most have larger screens. The key is to nail your core design and then 

test it in various sizes on different resolution monitors. Something that looks great on a 

24-inch monitor may be covered up by tweet content on a 15-inch monitor.

Some fans favor Facebook. Others like Twitter. Yet others are into various other so-

cial media outlets. That means duplicating your communications. Actually, “duplicating,”

probably isn’t the best word. “Similar,” is likely better. Communications should provide 

the necessary information, but also be targeted to the particular audience. Twitter gives 

you 140 characters to get your message in front of fans. You can say much more on Face-

book. Play to the strengths of each medium and be sure to cross promote. Teet about 

what’s happening on your Facebook Page and vice versa.
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Tweets should carry upcoming performance dates and locations, the occasional mer-

chandise offer specifically for your followers, conversations with your fans and others in 

the music industry. It’s also a good idea to get a bit personal. What are you working on in 

terms of songs or CDs? What are the band members up to? How did a performance go? 

Links to helpful information about technique, equipment and such are often overlooked, 

but can be very valuable to your fans who are also musicians.

Here’s a little story about the power of Twitter. Although he’s a graphic designer and 

not a musician (nobody’s perfect), my friend, Calvin Lee, is a Twitter master. Here’s his 

story.

Cal says, “I started back in June of 2008. I heard a buzz about Twitter from my 

friends, how cool it was. I finally gave it a try. Initially, I didn’t really like it at all. I didn’t

want to know what you were doing; like shopping or watching a tv program. A couple of 

weeks into it, I stopped using Twitter. It wasn’t for me.

Months later, I felt the pressure from my friends to give Twitter another shot. I tried 

another strategy. I started following designers. I retweeted their articles, shared informa-

tion and tried to be helpful. That did it! I was hooked since then.”

Since that time, Cal has become a major influencer on Twitter with a following of just

under 80,000 at the time of this writing. No doubt he’ll be closing in on 100,000 by the 

time you read this. He’s seen as a celebrity in many circles. He added, “Twitter and social

media really gets your name out there. The results of social media has gotten me every-

thing from recognition at conferences to VIP treatment; complimentary products and ser-

vices; round trip airline tickets; hotel suites and movie tickets to name a few.
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It’s gotten me more work and PR than all of the other traditional ways of promoting 

yourself, such as advertising. Twitter is a combination of word of mouth, building rela-

tionships and trust all at once.”

The amazing thing about Cal is that he did it without the aid of any Twitter automa-

tion tools. There are several tools to automate and schedule tweets. Many integrate with 

other social media, as well. I confess. I’m guilty of this. I use HootSuite. It lets me set up 

my tweets with link shortening, if needed, to keep within the 140-character limit. I can 

write one tweet and then shoot it out to Facebook, LinkedIn, RSS and various other out-

lets. Handy? You bet. But, it’s a bad idea to automate everything. You start sounding ro-

botic. That might be fine for Styx’s Mr. Roboto, but not you. It’s best to use the automa-

tion tools, but also intermingle live tweets, links, discussions and so on. This way you 

still come off as being human and personal.

In the end, Twitter is one of those things you simply need to play around with to see 

what works for you and, more importantly, your followers.

YouTube  

As most of you know, YouTube is an outlet to share videos. What you might not know it 

that it’s also the most searched site next to its parent company, Google. From their site:

“Founded in February 2005, YouTube allows billions of people to discover, watch 

and share originally-created videos. YouTube provides a forum for people to connect, in-

form, and inspire others across the globe and acts as a distribution platform for original 

content creators and advertisers large and small.”
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For artists, YouTube provides an outlet and distribution method to share performance 

videos, instructional bits, interviews and more. And, if you’ve got something really good 

it might just go viral, another word for everybody in the world watching your stuff. 

First, set up an account for your act. Then brand it. These are called “channels.” 

You’ll find a link to set it up under your name or avatar in the upper right corner of the 

site. 

Creating a YouTube channel lets you upload videos, create playlists and respond to 

videos with comments and control how comments are handled (shown or hidden). Within

your settings, you can also create a custom username. So, if one band member, manager 

or publicist handles this for you, a custom username is a handy thing to identify your act. 

It’s also important to note that YouTube pulls much information in from your Google ac-

count. So, if you don’t have one of those, it would be a good idea to get one. It’s easy.

Channel branding is a great idea to tie your brand together. YouTube offers many op-

tions for this including a custom header (970 pixels wide and up to 150 high), custom 

colors and custom backgrounds. Background images can be up to one megabyte, but 

something in the area of 256 KB is better when it comes to page loading times. You don’t 

want your visitors to hang around waiting for your background to load, because they 

won’t. They’ll leave to watch something else … like a competitive act’s videos.

Another good thing about YouTube videos is that you can embed them into your site, 

blog and/or Facebook page. That means you’ll be tapping YouTube’s bandwidth, not 

yours. That becomes important when you start to become popular. When site visitors 

click on your video, that requires a thing called bandwidth. It’s akin to a pipe that carries 
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your data back and forth. It also costs money. You’ll get a reasonable amount included 

within your hosting package. But, if you go over the allotted amount, your site will, in 

most cases, automatically shut down and display the notorious, “Bandwidth Exceeded,” 

screen. That would be bad. Avoid it altogether by hosting your videos on YouTube and 

then either linking to it or, better use the YouTube “embed,” code that’s found by clicking

“Share,” under the video on YouTube.

When it comes to actually shooting videos, a smartphone is great … for your fans. 

You should try to do better. Have a pro, or at least a friend with a decent camcorder, 

record your performances. The quality will be much better and so will the sound. Don’t 

play around with this. Quality counts. How many concert videos have you seen that ut-

terly sucked? Don’t be one of them.

Podcasts  

A podcast is really nothing more than an Internet radio show. It might be talk, discussion, 

training or, which is good for you, music. Podcasts can be attached to your site, blog, rss 

feed or, for our purposes, iTunes. Why? It’s a fairly easy inroad into the iTunes world, a 

place you want to be seen, or in this case, heard.

Podcasts can be a do-it-yourself task or handled by a third party. Since you’re likely 

on a budget, the D-I-Y route is probably best. The first thing you’ll need is a recording 

application. You may already have one if you’re one of the lucky acts with the dough to 

buy one. If you’re not, no worries. There’s an open-source application (there’s always 

one, isn’t there?) called Audacity. It can be found at http://audacity.sourceforge.net/down-
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load/ and available for Windows, Mac (recommended) and, for the rebel in you, Linux. 

Version 2.0 is the most current at the time of this writing and offers several new and im-

proved features, including:

• Many effects significantly improved, especially Equalization, Noise Removal and Nor-

malize. Vocal Remover now included plus GVerb on Windows and Mac. VAMP analysis 

plug-ins now supported.

• Improved label tracks with Sync-Lock Tracks feature in the Tracks Menu. Multiple 

clips per track. Tracks and selections can be fully manipulated using the keyboard. Many 

more keyboard shortcuts.

• New Device Toolbar to manage inputs and outputs. Timer Record feature. New Mixer 

Board view with per-track VU meters.

• Automatic Crash Recovery in the event of abnormal program termination.

• Fast "On-Demand" import of WAV/AIFF files if read directly from source. FLAC now 

fully supported. Added support for optional FFmpeg library for import/export of 

AC3/M4A/WMA and import of audio from video files.

Audacity allows for multi-tracking, mixing and much, much more. It’s more than 

enough to record your podcast or demos, for that matter. One important point. Invest is a 

quality microphone. It will really help. Also, to export mp3s, you may need to download 

an application called the LAME MP3 encoder. It’s not really lame and does a great job of 

converting native Audacity files into mp3s. It can be found at http://lame1.buanzo.-

com.ar/. It’s free, but I’m sure the creators would appreciate a donation, if you feel so in-

clined.
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Once you have your killer cast, you’ll want to get it out to the world to be heard. This 

is where iTunes comes in. You’ll need to create an RSS feed for your podcast and jump 

through a few hoops in the beginning. After that, it gets a lot easier. Here’s the how-to 

from the lips of iTunes:

“Submission and Feedback Processes  

Podcasting on iTunes requires several steps:

   1. Creating your first episode, which can be an audio recording, video, or even a 

text document. Supported file formats include .m4a, .mp3, .mov, .mp4, .m4v, .pdf and 

.epub.

   2. Posting your episode file(s) on a server with byte-range support enabled and a 

publicly accessible URL. Byte-range support allows users to stream your episodes.

   3. Creating an RSS feed (an XML file) that:

          • conforms to the RSS 2.0 specification

          • includes the recommended iTunes RSS tags,

          • contains pointers to your episode.

   4. Posting the RSS file on a server.

   5. Submit the URL for your RSS feed to iTunes.

The rest of this section covers the submission process. The remainder of this docu-

ment focuses on technical aspects of preparing your RSS feed.

Creating Your Feed and the Importance of Good Metadata.  

There are a number of applications and online services that will assist you in the cre-

ation of your podcast’s XML feed which is your podcast’s RSS feed. An online search for

“Podcast XML RSS feed,” will yield several options. You can even create one by hand 
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using nothing but a text editor. Refer to those services or other documentation for the de-

tails of creating a feed. 

An XML feed contains “metadata,” which is your podcast’s description, keywords, 

tags, and other identifying information that help your efforts to be found. Here are a few 

tips for developing metadata for iTunes from the minds at Apple:

   1. Pay very close attention to the title, author, description, and keywords tags at the 

<channel> and <item> level of your podcast feed, because these are the fields that iTunes

indexes for search. This metadata, along with your podcast art, is your product packaging.

It will affect whether your podcast shows up in relevant searches, and whether users who 

find your podcast are likely to click the Subscribe button.

   2. Make your title specific. A podcast entitled "Our Community Bulletin" is too 

vague and will attract few, if any, subscribers, no matter how compelling the content.

   3. Take advantage of the <itunes:summary> tag. The <itunes:summary> tag (or the 

<description> tag if <itunes:summary> is not present) is your chance to tell potential sub-

scribers all about your podcast. Describe your subject matter, media format, episode 

schedule, and other relevant info so that they know what they’ll be getting when they sub-

scribe. In addition, make a list of the most relevant search terms that you want your pod-

cast to match, then build them into your description. Note that iTunes removes podcasts 

that include lists of irrelevant words in the <itunes:summary>, <description>, or 

<itunes:keywords> tags.

   4. Minimize keyword usage. Almost nothing belongs in the keywords tag that isn’t 

better handled in the title or <itunes:summary> tag. The best use for keywords is to in-

clude common misspellings of your name or title, to ensure your podcast is still search-
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able despite a misspelling. To prevent keyword abuse, iTunes indexes only the first 12 

keywords found in this tag.

   5. Be sure to include a valid <itunes:category>. Podcasts that have a category can 

appear in more places in iTunes and are more likely to be found by users. Your category 

should be in English in your feed, but will be localized in iTunes Store.

   6. Pick a reliable podcast host. Too many podcasters create a feed and then find that 

their ability to move or edit the feed later is limited by the podcast’s host. Make sure your

podcast is hosted in a place where you are in control of the content. Typically, this is the 

same host as your Website.

   7. Create a graphic for your podcast that is easy to recognize when scaled down to 

50x50 pixels. Good art communicates the value of the podcast with a simple picture and a

few words. Before you create your podcast art, go to the Podcast page in the iTunes 

Store, click on Top Podcasts, and note which art works best and why. We recommend a 

1400 x 1400 pixel JPG for cover art. You can also use images at the episode level.

Understanding the iTunes Client and the iTunes Store.  

"iTunes" is one word that is used to refer to two things: 1) a client application that 

people install on their Mac, PC or device to manage their music, podcasts, movies, TV 

shows, etc., and 2) a server-side online site called the iTunes Store (iTS). Before you sub-

mit your feed to the iTunes Store, it's critical to understand this difference. Most misun-

derstandings regarding iTunes and podcasting stem from a failure to clearly distinguish 

between the client and the Store.

When you submit your podcast, you are notifying iTS that you have a podcast feed 

that is located in a particular location (the feed URL). If your feed is accepted, iTS simply
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reads your feed each day and updates the podcast directory with any new or changed in-

formation about your podcast. Note that iTS does not cache or make a copy of your feed, 

nor does it cache or make a copy of your episode files. For podcasts, iTS is acting in a ca-

pacity similar to a web directory.

When users find interesting podcasts in iTS, they click the Subscribe button, causing 

the podcast feed URL to be copied from iTS to the user's iTunes client. The iTunes client 

reads the podcast feed that is located at the feed URL, then downloads the media file for 

the podcast's most recent episode from the web server where it is hosted.

There are two important consequences of the subscriber's iTunes client reading di-

rectly from the web server where the podcast is hosted rather than accessing the podcast 

via iTS:

   1. The user's iTunes client does not look to iTS for new information about your pod-

cast. If iTS is not yet showing your most recent episode, that doesn't mean your sub-

scribers can't download the episode. Furthermore, if you move your podcast to a new lo-

cation, you need to communicate the new location not only to iTS, but also to all of the 

iTunes clients that are subscribed to your feed. For more information, see the "Changing 

Your Feed URL" section below.

   2. The user's iTunes client does not report any information about episode downloads

to iTS, and it does not tell iTS if the user unsubscribes from your feed. Just as a web di-

rectory can't tell you how much traffic your web site has, iTS can't tell you how many 

users have downloaded your podcast episodes. This information can only come from the 

server on which your podcast feed and (more important) episode files are hosted.
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Throughout the remainder of this document, we will refer to the iTunes client as 

“iTunes” and the iTunes Store as “iTS.”

Testing Your Feed.  

When you have created your RSS feed and posted it to a server with a publicly ad-

dressable URL (i.e., not behind a firewall), you should test your feed to see if it works 

with iTunes:

   1. Launch iTunes.

   2. In the Advanced menu, select Subscribe to Podcast.

   3. Enter your feed URL in the text box and click OK.

iTunes displays your Podcast playlist, which shows all of the podcasts to which you 

have subscribed. Next to the new podcast subscription, you should see an orange circle, 

which indicates that iTunes is downloading your most recent episode. When the orange 

circle disappears, you should be able to see your podcast title, a list of all the episodes 

referenced in your feed, and a check next to the most recent episode, indicating that it has

been successfully downloaded. Double-click on the episode to play it in iTunes. If you 

can successfully play the episode, then your feed is working and you can submit your 

podcast to iTunes. Use the Apple iBooks application to view your books and ensure they 

are displaying properly.

If the orange circle is replaced by an exclamation point (!) in a black circle, iTunes 

encountered a problem with your feed or episode. You should troubleshoot your episode 

and feed before submitting it. Please do not submit your feed until you can successfully 

subscribe using the Advanced menu.

Submitting Your Podcast to the iTunes Store.  

104



If you can successfully subscribe to your feed using the Advanced menu in iTunes, 

you’re ready to submit your feed:

   1. Launch iTunes.

   2. In the left navigation column, click on iTunes Store to open the store.

   3. Once the store loads, click on Podcasts along the top navigation bar to go to the 

Podcasts page.

   4. In the right column of the Podcasts page, click on the Submit a Podcast link.

   5. Follow the instructions on the Submit a Podcast page.

Note that to submit a podcast you will need a valid iTunes account, and you will need

to be logged into iTunes. If you are not logged in, iTunes will prompt you to do so before 

accepting your submission. By requiring you to log in, iTunes increases the likelihood of 

valid contact information for each submission. Your credit card will not be charged for 

submission of a podcast.

If you have created an RSS feed with all of the recommended iTunes tags, you will 

see a summary page immediately after you submit your feed URL. If you have not in-

cluded <language>, <itunes:category>, and <itunes:explicit> tags in your feed, you will 

see a second screen prompting you for this information. Please note that you can change 

this information at a later date by including the tags in your feed. Your RSS feed is con-

sidered the current and authoritative source for information about your podcast.

Submission Errors and Duplicate Feeds.  

There are a variety of errors that iTunes can encounter when you submit your feed. 

Almost all of them can be avoided by testing your feed using the Advanced menu prior to

submitting your feed.
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In some cases, when you submit your feed URL, iTunes will respond by saying that 

the feed has already been submitted. There are two possible causes:

   1. Someone has already submitted the same feed URL.

   2. Someone has already submitted a feed with the same content in the <title> and 

<link> fields.

In either case, iTunes blocks your feed to avoid listing duplicate podcasts.

If the submission is blocked because the feed URL has already been submitted, and 

you are in control of the RSS feed, then you don’t have a problem: your podcast is in 

iTunes and you can control it by editing your feed.

If you are the feed owner and the feed that is listed in iTunes is not under your con-

trol, you can attempt to contact the owner by finding the feed URL and examining the 

code for contact information. You can also contact iTunes by navigating to the podcasts 

page (where all of episodes for the podcast are listed) and selecting the Report a Concern 

link. In the Choose Reason list, select "is mine and I would like it removed from the Mu-

sic Store" and provide a detailed explanation of the problem as well as contact informa-

tion. See the Frequently Asked Questions page for how to determine the feed URL cur-

rently used by iTunes.

The Submission Queue.  

Upon submission, your podcast is placed in a queue for review by the iTunes staff. 

Your podcast may be rejected for a variety of reasons, including but not limited to:

    • Technical problems, usually the lack of episodes or the inability to download or 

play episodes. These problems can almost always be avoided by testing your feed using 

Subscribe to Podcast in the Advanced menu prior to submission.
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    • Requirement of a login or password to access the feed or any of the episodes.

    • Strong prevalence of sexual content.

    • Use of explicit language in the title, description or cover art of the podcast.

    • Use of explicit language in the podcast when the <explicit> tag is not set to 

"yes".

    • Apparent misuse of copyrighted material or other violation of third party rights.

    • Inclusion of offensive material, such as racist content or child pornography.

    • Misrepresentational use of Apple copyright, including "iPod," “iPhone,” “iPad,”

“Apple TV” and "iTunes."

In general, if there’s something that you want to convey about your feed, please do so 

in the summary field in your RSS feed, not in the content of an episode.

Normally, podcasts that are added to iTunes will appear first in iTunes search, and 

later in iTunes browse. Appearing in the browse category that you specified can take up 

to five days. The image associated with your podcast may also require additional time to 

appear, because images are edge-cached by iTunes and must propagate across the caching

servers.

Linking to Your Podcast.  

If your podcast is accepted, customers will be able to discover it in the iTunes Store 

via search or browse. But you can also create links directly to your podcasts and share 

those on your website or in email. There are two linking methods:

iTunes Store Link: The following link goes directly to your podcast page in iTunes, 

where users will have the opportunity to subscribe to the podcast. This link can be found 

for any podcast by control + clicking (or right clicking in Windows) the podcast’s art on 
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its page in the iTunes Store: 

http://phobos.apple.com/WebObjects/MZStore.woa/wa/viewPodcast?id=FEEDID

Note that a shorter but functionally identical link is also available: http://www.itunes.-

com/podcast?id=FEEDID

This is the preferred method among podcasters, because it results in an action (the 

user clicking on the Subscribe button in the iTunes Store) that is registered by iTS and 

will drive your podcast up the various automated charts.

Furthermore, by linking back to iTS you have the opportunity to earn money through 

the iTunes affiliate revenue sharing program. Learn more about the iTunes Affiliate Pro-

gram

Direct Subscribe Link: The following link automatically subscribes the user to the 

podcast in iTunes. Note that this method fails for Windows users who do not have iTunes 

installed, so it should be clearly noted that the link is intended for subscription with 

iTunes.

itpc://FEEDURL

Also note that this method will not push your podcast up the various charts in the 

iTunes Store and it is not eligible for the iTunes Affiliate Program. It is a direct call to the

user's iTunes client software and sends no information to the iTunes Store. If you want to 

increase the visibility of your podcast and earn money through the iTunes Affiliate Pro-

gram, we recommend that your web site and other marketing materials use the iTunes 

Store link described above.

Adding Episodes.  
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Whenever you create a new podcast episode, you should add a new <item> section to 

your podcast feed. The iTunes directory will list the episode the next time it reads your 

feed. The order in which the episodes appear is based on the <pubDate> for each item, 

with the most recent episodes appearing at the top of the list.

By default, the iTS directory reads every feed once per day. The subscriber's iTunes 

client picks up new episodes based on the preferences set by the user.

Troubleshooting Your Feed.  

iTS should update your listing at least once every 24 hours. If you made changes 

more than 24 hours ago that are not yet reflected in your iTunes listing, there is a good 

chance that your feed has broken. When iTS encounters a broken feed, it ignores the feed 

and continues to display the old data.

Here is a set of recommended steps to fix your feed:

   1. Review the technical spec, particularly the example feed, to ensure that every de-

tail of your podcast’s feed is supported by iTunes.

   2. Use a feed validation service like http://www.feedvalidator.org to check for par-

ticular problems. This may be helpful in determining a specific problem with syntax.

   3. If you used a software or online-based feed creation service, check to ensure your

settings there are correct and iTunes-compliant. Review the section on iTunes Formatting

below.

   4. Subscribe to the feed in iTunes to see if it works. Open iTunes, go to the Ad-

vanced menu, choose "Subscribe to Podcast" and enter your feed’s URL.

Removing or Blocking Your Feed.  
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If you are no longer creating a podcast and you want it removed from iTS, you 

should:

   1. Log into iTS.

   2. Find and select your podcast.

   3. Click on Report a Concern under the Links heading on the far left.

   4. Select "Remove a Podcast" from the Choose a Reason menu.

   5. Explain why you want the podcast removed.

In most cases, we will remove the podcast from iTS, especially if we find that the 

podcast is no longer available at the feed URL.

If you want to remove your feed temporarily, you can use the <iTunes:block> tag de-

scribed in the iTunes RSS Tags section below.

Changing Your Feed URL.  

Podcasters occasionally need to move their feed from one location to another. To do 

so without losing subscribers, you must convey the change directly to all users who are 

subscribed to your feed. If possible, you should do two things:

    • You should use the <itunes:new-feed-url> tag described in the iTunes RSS Tags 

section below. The tag will cause iTS to be updated with the new feed URL, as well as all

iTunes client versions that support podcasting.

    • You should set your web server to return an HTTP 301 response and redirect 

when receiving a request for the old feed. Doing so will cause both the iTS and most (but 

not all) iTunes clients that have subscribed to your podcast to pick up the new feed URL.

    • The <itunes:new-feed-url> tag will work for iTS and all versions of the iTunes 

client that support podcasting. The 301 redirect will work for most of your subscribers 
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who do not use the iTunes client. We recommend that you use both methods to update the

greatest possible number of subscribers with your new feed URL.

   • Be sure to maintain the <itunes:new-feed-url> tag and the 301 redirect for at 

least two weeks to ensure that most subscribers have attempted to download your most 

recent episode and have thereby received the new URL.

    • If you are not able to use both methods, you may want to include an audio note 

in your podcast, informing your subscribers that your podcast has changed locations.

Being Featured on iTunes Store.  

At iTunes, we’re constantly on the lookout for podcasts that are breaking new ground 

with this medium, have new or unusual content, or just capture our interest. When we 

find them, we like to feature them on the Podcasts home page. While there are no sure-

fire ways to get your podcast featured (and no, we do not accept payments or gifts for 

promotion), there are some minimum requirements. To be featured by iTunes, podcasts 

must have:

   1. An attractive, original image that does not include the iPod or other Apple-

branded content. For image specs, see the iTunes Image section below.

   2. A robust and accurate description for the podcast and all related episodes.

   3. A valid author listed.

   4. Proper language, category, and explicit tagging.

In addition, featured podcasts must be regularly updated with new episodes. We occa-

sionally feature a podcast after its first episode, but we generally like to see podcasts with

at least 3 episodes, and we like to see that the most recent episode has been added in the 

past month. Ideally, the episodes should be released on a regular and predictable basis. 
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More than 100 podcasts are submitted every day, so it is impossible to feature all of the 

good ones.

Tracking Usage.  

Please note that iTunes does not provide usage statistics, because we do not host feeds

or episodes. Some podcasters have created mechanisms for tracking the number of times 

that each episode has been downloaded. iTunes does not provide support in how to track 

downloads, but the following notes may be helpful:

    • 302s will be followed to a depth of 5 redirects and will not update the feed URL

in the directory.

    • The URL before the GET-style form values (before the first ?) must end in a 

media file extension (e.g. mp3). To work around this, the feed provider can alter their 

URL from this:

      http://www.podcaster.com/load.php?f=&Wipeout.php

      to this:

      http://www.podcaster.com/load.mp3?f=&Wipeout.mp3

      Notice how it says load.mp3 instead of load.php. It should be possible to accom-

plish this via various means, such as web server rewrites. iTunes looks at the extension of

the path part of the url, (i.e. the part before the"?").

Pausing a Subscription.  

iTunes automatically pauses a subscription and won’t download further episodes if 

the following conditions are both met:

   1. The user has not played any episode downloaded in the past 5 updates (there may

be more than one episode downloaded per update).
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   2. More than 5 days have elapsed since an episode was played.

In addition to minimizing unnecessary bandwidth costs for both the user and the pod-

caster, the unsubscribe logic built into the iTunes client makes it more likely that episode 

downloads, as reported by a podcaster to a sponsor, are roughly in line with actual plays 

of the episode.”

And there you have it. Sound complicated? It is a bit, at first. But once things are set 

up, you’re pretty much good to go. And, you’ll now be on iTunes. Not a small thing. Pod-

casting and iTunes provides a method to get your music out to the public in a cheap and 

fairly easy manner. Don’t miss the opportunity. Also, don’t give the away the cow with 

the cream. In other words, use your podcast to provide sample of your music for promo-

tional purposes. Whet the listeners’ appetites in order to drive traffic to your site, Face-

book Page and other outlets.

ReverbNation  

I’m starting to get a little lengthy with this chapter and my editor will have my head on a 

platter. So, I’ll keep the next sections brief … um … “er.”

ReverbNation is a great site and tool for musicians. It was started by five partners – 

Michael Doernberg, CEO; Lou Plaia ,VP Artist Development; Jed Carlson, Chief Market-

ing Officer; Robert Hubbard , Chief Technology Officer and Steve Jernigan, VP of Part-

ner Integration. The concept for ReverbNation was developed in 2005 and the company 

was founded in 2006.
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According to their site, ReverbNation is home to Over 2.35 Million Musicians, 

Venues, Labels, and Industry Professionals. In other words, it’s the place to be, be heard 

and be found. From their site:

“ReverbNation provides over 2.35 million music industry professionals—artists, 

managers, labels, venues, festivals/events—with powerful, easy-to-use technology to pro-

mote and prosper online. Our wide array of distribution and promotional solutions pro-

vide the hands-on tools and actionable insights that allow musicians and industry profes-

sionals to reach their goals in an increasingly complex music world. We operate world-

wide with customers on every continent. In fact, over 30 million visitors come to reverb-

nation.com every month. And of course, we Love Music!”

The site offers musicians a fairly full set of music management features including:

• Full-featured profiles including a ReverbNation profile, Facebook integration, Website 

building tool with numerous promotional functions

• Fan Management which allow you to import email and/or social media lists, send and 

manage fan communications, such as e-newsletters and fan collection widgets

• Enhanced Facebookbook promotion

• ReverbSttore

• Distribution via iTunes and more

• Gig finder

• Your own mobile app

• And more
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While the majority of ReverbNation features and services are free, they do offer ex-

panded services with a paid subscription. At the time of this writing, their Complete 

Package, designed for emerging artists is just $16.67 USD, billed annually. Not a bad 

deal for all you get.

MySpace  

With the powerful emergence and presence of Facebook, MySpace seemed to have gone 

by the wayside. And it did in many ways. But, the word on the street is that it’s redefining

itself to once again become the musical Mecca it once was. 

From their site: “Myspace LLC is a leading social entertainment destination powered 

by the passions of fans. Aimed at a Gen Y audience, Myspace drives social interaction by 

providing a highly personalized experience around entertainment and connecting people 

to the music, celebrities, TV, movies, and games that they love. These entertainment ex-

periences are available through multiple platforms, including online, mobile devices, and 

offline events.

Myspace is also the home of Myspace Music, which offers an ever-growing catalog 

of freely streamable audio and video content to users and provides major, independent, 

and unsigned artists alike with the tools to reach new audiences. The company is head-

quartered in Beverly Hills, CA and is a subsidiary of Specific Media.”

Although not as feature-rich as ReverbNation, nor is it really designed to be, MyS-

pace provides yet another platform to be heard. The service features “What’s trending;” 

playlists; movies and various other entertainment-related information. It’s still where 
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your act should have a presence and also a site to definitely keep an eye on as their re-

branding and upgrades continue.

Social Media Tools for Artists  

As mentioned earlier, there are several automation and other tools to enhance and expe-

dite your social media presence. Some of these include:

• HootSuite.com

Hootsuite is a tool that allows you to manage several social media accounts and post 

to them at scheduled times. It will also provide link shortening and analytics for your 

tweeting efforts.

• Social Oomph.com

Similar to HootSuite, Social Oomph also allow scheduling of posts; tracking of 

tweets; unlimited accounts; auto-following and auto direct messages to new followers; 

Facebook integration; scheduling and publishing of blog posts and much more. 

• ReverbNation’s My Band for Facebook

Allows for band photo additions; streaming songs and performance information.

• Twiturm

Allows you to tweet your music without sending a fan to a third party site such as 

MySpace.

• FanBridge

FanBridge lets you keep in touch with fans via e-newsletters and other communica-

tion mediums through one handy source.

• BandCamp
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BandCamp is a do-it-yourself digital music distribution solution. In effect, it lets you 

build, produce and distribute your music, complete with lyrics and artwork, at a fairly 

reasonable price. It will also track statistics. Plus, you still own everything, and that’s a 

huge plus.

• Band Metrics

All this stuff is for naught if you can’t learn how and what’s working. Band Metrics 

lets you do that. No more guessing. Now you can know what’s doing the job, selling the 

tunes and bringing in the fans.

Social Media Wrap Up  

When all is said and done, social media is an indie artist’s best friend. Tools are free or 

dirt cheap. The fans are there, waiting to hear from you. Sure, it’s a time investment, but 

it sure beats paying through the nose for a p.r. firm or high priced publicist who’s proba-

bly more interested in their fee or commission than your success.

Take the time to think and develop a sound strategy of what you’re trying to accom-

plish. Don’t try to be all things to all people. Play to your strengths and play to your fans 

wants and needs. Communicate with them regularly. Be human. Don’t be an ass. Provide 

good quality content and the fans will beat a path to your venue doors. They might even 

buy a t-shirt or CD, too.
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Chapter 6: The Future Is Now: New Opportunities for Collaboration, Promotion, 

Distribution and More

Is the album dead? More aptly put, “Are the vinyl album and CD dead?” Full albums 

don’t seem to fit in well with the current direction of the music industry. Sure, the labels 

would love to keep them going, but the masses seem to be more interested in download-

ing a single tune while forgetting the other tracks. This is a tough pill to swallow for 

many artists who put in long, laborious hours honing songs that fit together like a well-

made glove.

Consider the concept album. You know … albums such as Sgt. Pepper; The Wall; 

Queen’s Songs for the Deaf; Pet Sounds by the Beach Boys; Jethro Tull’s Thick As A 

Brick; The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars, a Bowie classic. 

And who could forget Tommy by The Who, which is technically a rock opera. The list 

goes on and on. These were albums that depended upon each song to build on the next. 

They told a story.

Some definitions and a brief history lesson are in order again. A concept album is an 

album that is held together by a unified theme. It might be musical, lyrical or otherwise. 

The thing is, it’s tied together and creates a message for the listener. A non-concept, or 

typical album, is a collection of unrelated songs, even though they may be great, individ-

ually. The first accepted concept album was Woody Guthrie's Dust Bowl Ballads (re-

leased in 1940). Songs of Our Soil and Ride This Train, (released in 1959 and 1969, re-

spectively) by Johnny Cash were also considered concept albums. Jazz musicians were 
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also known to produce concept albums. Nat King Cole and even Frank Sinatra were a 

few of those artists.

This brings us to the iTune Age where you can buy a single for a song (pun intended).

If you like, you can buy the whole album, but the trend appears to be singles, most of 

which are downloaded to an iPod or other device to create playlists. Personally, I’m not a 

fan of playlists. I do confess to wearing my iPod headphones when I go to sleep and 

putting it on “shuffle.” Okay … so I’m not all that consistent. But I like the idea of full al-

bums and especially concept albums. I’m a big fan of Pink Floyd’s The Wall and I love 

the tune, Comfortably Numb. But, I bought the album because it was important for me to 

understand the entire context. Comfortably Numb makes much more sense when listened 

to as a part of the whole.

Artists Doing It For Themselves  

That’s the end of today’s history lesson. Now it’s on to artists doing it for themselves … 

sort of. There are many, many opportunities for today’s indie artists to do things for them-

selves in terms of recording, producing, distributing and promoting. But a couple of 

things really stand out–artist and fan collaboration, as well as collaborations with other 

artists. That may have happened to a degree in the past, but it was mostly through fan let-

ters and, perhaps, the occasional phone call to the right person, if they could be found and

reached.

With social media outlets such as Facebook, Twitter, MySpace, ReverbNation and 

such, all of which have been discussed, have turns the tides. Hip-hop group, the Bayliens 

are something of pioneers of this idea. They allow fans to remix their music in a way they
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(the fans) what to hear it. It’s yet another way to engage your audience. Trifonic is an-

other one. Their site allows for downloads of various songs that fans can edit and remix. 

What better way is there to totally engage a fan than to have them be a part of the song-

making process? Try it out at http://ccmixter.org/trifonic.

The first cousin, or perhaps the parent to all this is artist-to-artist collaboration. For 

example, Kompoz.com is a major collaboration site. Artists can create either public or 

private projects. Private projects allow only people you designate to be a party to the 

project. Plus, private projects have copyright licensing options that public projects don’t. 

Public projects are open to everyone and, while still rich with features, they offer a cre-

ative commons licensing.

Based in New York City, another popular service is IndabaMusic.com that was 

launched in 2007. The site boasts an impressive cast of Board Members, Advisors and a 

talented cast and crew. The purpose of the site is to create, “a place for musicians around 

the world to network and make music together through online collaboration and have 

grown to over 700,000 musicians–from hobbyists to Grammy Award winners.”

The site’s platform offers an array of tools and services to help musicians network, 

provide education, production support, promotion and distribution. They offer a variety 

of opportunities in terms of contests and also licensing help and support. Plus, Indaba 

provides its members with a community of groups, featured artists and message boards. 

They also offer online sessions, mastering (starting at just $70 USD/track) and Mantis. 

Mantis is an application that allows you to create your own mixes and remixes, and easily

collaborate with musicians around the world. Features include:

• Record 16-bit/44.1K audio straight to your IndabaMusic.com account
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• Mix with non-destructive, real-time effects

• Tap into a library of over 10,000 sounds

• Access your mixes from anywhere with an internet connection

• And much more

There are several other sites on the Net. Poke around and you’ll likely find a service 

that’s just a right fit for you.

Non-Traditional Physical Releases  

For the most part, if not the entire part, non-traditional music releases means digital re-

leases. But, it can also mean burning your own CDs. Let’s start with the latter.

Here’s a relatively simple idea: Write some songs, find a studio or place to record, re-

hearse, rehearse some more, do some production and mixing work, get the sound down 

and make a master. Then what? How do you get your masterpiece into the fans hands?

One option is to make your own CDs. If you’re just making a few demos, you can 

probably get by with a CD/DVD burner in your computer or a peripheral. Beyond that, 

there are loads of CD duplication services online or even your local office supply store. 

For example, Diskmakers.com offers a wide variety of packages such as their Working 

Band Bundle at $1,229 USD. The bundled package includes (from their site):

• 1,000 CDs in full-color four-panel Digipaks

• 100 Download Cards

• 100 11" x 17" posters
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• Custom Commemorative plaque

• Worldwide CD and download sales via CD Baby and iTunes

• Gracenote CDDB and Allmusic.com registration

• Huge 3 foot x 5 foot full-color vinyl event banner

A package like this can certainly jump start your efforts at a fairly reasonable price. 

They also provide several printed marketing materials to help get the word out. Other ser-

vices include MasterCopy (www.cdmastercopy.com); DiskFaktory (www.diskfaktory.-

com) and BeyondConcepts (www.bcduplication.com).

Other options are Web Keys and USB drives. In mp3 format, you can pop quite a bit 

of music on these at an affordable rate. They can be sold as merchandise or used as pro-

motional giveaways. Many suppliers will brand your USB device with your logo and site 

address. It may be included or sold as an add-on service. A branded USB drive with your 

logo and site address can be a great tool to drive traffic, especially when these devices are

shared with your fans’ friends.

Fans: Collectors Versus the Capture Culture  

Collectors are, or were, just that. They bought 45s, vinyl albums, box sets, CDs and the 

likes. They built physical libraries of music. Great as it was or is, these days, seems a wee

bit archaic. Sorting through miles of albums took lot of time to find that “just right” tune 

for a romantic evening. Even more confounding was where to put all that stuff. If you 

were into music, finding a home for all those 45s, vinyl albums, box sets and CDs took a 

lot of space. If you were blessed with a dedicated music room, maybe it wasn’t so bad. 
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Most of us weren’t so blessed. Plus, unless you happen to be musically obsessive compul-

sive, that library was more of a mishmash than something that would do the Dewy Deci-

mal System proud. Oh sure, we’d try, but our organizational efforts would usually quickly

erode into chaos. Nonetheless, back in those days, we had no other choice.

Another problem with the collector culture was finding the name of a tune. If a DJ 

didn’t mention it, we were somewhat stuck until we heard it again and, hopefully, this 

time the DJ would announce the title and artist. Humming a few bars to a friend usually 

didn’t help too much, either.

By comparison, the capture culture focuses on digital delivery of music. An array of 

apps allow us to download what we want directly to our player of choice and pay for it 

electronically. To find a particular song or artist, you simply type in a search box. Volia! 

Many even provide the ability to bring in cover artwork, liner notes and lyrics. How 

handy is that? And, apps such as Pandora will even make suggestions for similar types of 

music you might enjoy. Now, we don’t even need to worry about hard storage on various 

devices. It’s all going into the cloud and following us everywhere we go. Additionally, ID

apps such as SoundHound instantly provide the name of a song and you can glean a 

wealth of information about the music, the artist bio, video sources, where to buy it, 

lyrics, tour dates, more. Isn’t the digital age wonderful?

All this neat stuff turns music from passive listening into an interactive experience. 

Owning music, in many ways, has become accessing music. Spotify, Facebook, Pandora, 

along with many other is rapidly changing the way to access listen to and share music. 

And, to the labels’ and retailers’ dismay, the middleman is quickly becoming an entity of 

the past.
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Cloud-based Services  

Ah … the might cloud. Until recently, when you downloaded a song, it was stuck inside 

your iPod, iPad, smart phone or other device. It was sort of handy, but moving tunes from

here to there was, at best, a pain in the hind quarter. Not so anymore. The cloud is chang-

ing all that.

Industry analyst Aapo Markkanen was noted as saying “The number of subscribers to 

mobile music streaming services is expected to approach 5.9 million by the end of this 

year (2011),” ABI Research believes that number will exceed 161 million subscribers in 

2016, meaning a compound annual growth rate of nearly 95%. Sometime in 2012 the 

Asia-Pacific area will become the largest regional market for mobile music streaming.” 

That, dear reader, is nothing to sneeze at.

ABI which focuses on the mobile perspective, also said, “Cloud computing is revolu-

tionizing the digital music industry by shifting the consumer focus from ownership of 

songs to purchasing access to them in the form of on-demand streaming services. At the 

same time, the cloud is also being used to store owned tracks and albums and develop 

services that help listeners to discover a whole new range of music. Mobile handsets are a

key driver of this change, due to their inherent portability and uniquely high penetration 

rate among consumers.” More so, cloud-focused folks tend to buy more music and that’s 

a good thing for the indie artist, whether solo or with a band. And, retail prices are ex-

pected to come down. They will likely show a gradual decline as these services reach 

mass markets. Former Practice director at ABI, Neil Strother, noted, “Forecasts of declin-

ing prices are based on the assumption that the rights-holders will lower their royalty de-
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mands. Record labels and collecting societies should not overplay their hands when it 

comes to royalty issues. If consumers do not have convenient and affordable legal alter-

natives, they will simply enjoy their music by other means.”

Getting Your Music Into Spotify, Pandora and Other Services  

Spotify, Pandora and other music services are big and will continue to grow as the cap-

ture culture increases. It’s not too tough, but like most things, there are a few hoops to 

jump through and hopefully you won’t get snagged in the process.

Spotify  

Spotify is your new music collection. But unlike your old collector culture library, 

this one consists of millions of songs. And, wherever you go, your music goes, too. 

Whether it’s your iPod, iPad, Smartphone, home computer, Mac or PC, Spotify is there 

with you. Spotify also integrates with Facebook. If you’ve ever seen a post that tells you 

your friend is listening to this or that, it’s probably Spotify or one of its competitors. 

Click the link and you can listen, too. 

That’s the user’s info. You’re probably more concerned with getting your music into 

Spotify so the world can hear your tunes. First, you don’t need to be a signed artist or 

have a record deal. The company recommends that you hook up with one of several third 

party companies including Record Union, CDBaby, Ditto Music or Zimbalam to make 

your deliveries. They’re also called artist aggregators. They will help you license your 

music and make submissions to Spotify as well as other outlets such as iTunes, Amazon 

and 7digitial. But, you’ll need to create a standard agreement with these folks to make it 
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all happen. For more information about aggregator and other music deals visit 

semaphoremusic.wordpress.com/tag/artist-aggregators.

DittoMusic.com is another one to look into. Here’s some information about them 

from their site: 

“From an idea born in a tiny Birmingham flat, Matt and Lee Parsons have helped 

over 30,000 artists distribute their music to a world-wide audience.

In 2006, Matt and Lee wanted to release their own music independently. By the time 

they set up a record label, worked out barcodes and ISRC codes, and finally managed to 

get their music distributed six months had passed. Their momentum stalled, their fans 

moved on, and their track limped into the charts at number 70. Their music career was 

over.

With this setback came the realization that thousands of other artists must be feeling 

the same sense of frustration. So, with their new found industry insights, Matt and Lee 

started releasing their friends' music. Artists paid a small upfront fee to cover operating 

costs, but they got to keep all the rights to their music, and 100% of the money from their

sales. It was a small operation, but it would eventually change the way the music industry

did business.

In 2007 Matt and Lee were vindicated, releasing the first ever UK top 40 single by an 

unsigned artist when Koopa's Blag, Steal, and Borrow entered the charts at number 32. 

Suddenly, Ditto was the hottest new music distributor in the world.

Since then, Ditto has released eleven UK top 40 singles–all from unsigned artists – 

and artists like Price, Paul McCartney, Finch, Suzi Quatro, Ed Sheeran, Maverick Sabre, 
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Tupac, and Manfredd Mann have all partnered with Ditto to get their music into as many 

digital stores as possible.”

Ditto fees are fairly straight-forward. A subscription for a single is roughly $8.00 

USD and an album is $25 UDS, both paid annually. They also offer a variety of packages 

from their Start A Record Label package, priced at $41.25 to their Chart Breaker package

priced at $130.35. More information can be found on their site at 

www.dittomusic.com/dittomusic/Custom.aspx?Services.

So, how much can you make? A fair question. Although it varies between countries 

and platforms, Spotify roughly pays .3¢ per play. By contrast, iTunes pays roughly 

$.70/track. This is, of course, is less and added fees, taxes and such, if and as applicable, 

so the amount you actually receive will be slightly less. Most pay by bank transfer or 

Paypal.

An even better explanation comes from Dan Reitz, musician, producer, educator and 

trombonist for the band Ramforinkus. On Dan’s blog (http://danreitz.com/blog-spotify-

piracy/) he provides some insights into his experience with Spotify, iTunes and other out-

lets with his song, Friend in the Head.

“If you are a frequent user of Spotify, you’ve probably heard the ad that says ‘Piracy 

is so last year. Every time you listen to music on Spotify, you make money for the right-

sholders and artists.’ If you haven’t, you will; it comes on about once every two hours.

Spotify is an amazing service, offering unlimited, free access to an ocean of recorded 

music. It’s the closest thing to a perfect music app since the original Napster (the piratey 

version) but where finding a tune on Napster was totally dependent on who was online at 

a given time, Spotify’s entire library is 100% there 100% of the time—and it’s legal. It is 
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an absolute game changer, a revolutionary product, and the fact that it has the support of 

the recording industry means it will be around for a long time. But it’s a young product 

and a young company, and Spotify’s claims regarding the revenue being generated for 

artists deserve thorough scrutiny. Does listening to music on Spotify really support the 

artists you listen to? Is it really better for rightsholders than piracy?

The short answer: Not really, at least not yet.

Since my band doesn’t have a record label or any other stakeholder taking a cut of the

revenue, we receive the entire payout from each service:

[ 

• iTunes (UK/EU)     ~$1.22 / sale

• iTunes (US)              ~$.76 / sale

• eMusic                        $.40 / sale

• Rhapsody                    $.01 / stream

• Spotify                         $.00378 / stream

 

So if you lived in the US and purchased a copy of Friend in the Head on iTunes for 

99 cents, we would have received about 77% of the sale. This could add up pretty 

quickly; had we sold 9,900 copies of our song over that six-month period, we would have

received a check for about $7600 from iTunes.”

Dan continued, “Spotify has a completely different business model than iTunes in that

it is a streaming music service, not an online store. Each time someone streamed the song

from Spotify instead of purchasing it outright, we received a little less than four tenths of 

one cent. That means someone would have to stream our song two hundred times in order
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for my band to have received the same 76-cent payout as a single purchase on iTunes. 

This does not add up in any meaningful way until you get into the hundreds of thousands 

of streams, although it is a marked improvement over the way artists were initially com-

pensated by Spotify (Lady Gaga received $167 after her song “Poker Face” hit 1 million 

streams on Spotify in 2009, or 1.67 thousandths of a cent per stream.)”

Reitz  added, “When confronted about their business model, Spotify vigorously re-

futes the idea that they are anything other than the next great revenue source for artists. In

a recent interview, a Spotify spokesperson said “Spotify is now generating serious rev-

enues for rights holders; since our launch just three years ago, we have paid over $100 

million to labels and publishers, who, in turn, pass this on to the artists, composers and 

authors they represent. Indeed, a top Swedish music executive was recently quoted as 

saying that Spotify is currently the biggest single revenue source for the music industry in

Scandinavia.

If that claim is true, it is certainly impressive, but there’s a serious disconnect here be-

tween what they say and what artists end up receiving per-play on Spotify. Most major la-

bels keep a considerable cut of that .4 cents payout, and independent artists who release 

their own material generally don’t have enough marketing power to attract the number of 

listeners it would take to make Spotify a better revenue generator than iTunes. In fact, I 

might argue that fans pirating our song Friend in the Head could do more for us than had 

they used Spotify to listen to it. If 103 people had pirated Friend in the Head instead of 

streaming it through Spotify, those 103 people would possess a digital copy of the song, 

which means there are dozens of ways they could pass it along to others. They could burn

it to CD and could email it to their friends; They could listen to it using any audio player, 
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in any setting, and could easily transfer it between devices; They could convert it to any 

format, they could add it to a video, they could sample it, they could make it their ring-

tone, they could play it as house music at a theater or club, and they could broadcast it on 

their radio show. By listening to Friend in the Head in Spotify instead of pirating it, those

103 people could have shared the tune with other Spotify users and their Facebook 

friends, and could have added it to their Spotify playlists, but there’s not much else they 

could have done that would help the song reach new people since music on Spotify can’t 

leave the Spotify application, and you can’t take the Spotify application with you without 

paying $10 a month for it. So as an artist in several independent bands, I don’t see how 

Spotify is really better than piracy. Maybe it is for Elton John, but even then, are you re-

ally going to listen to Candle In The Wind one hundred and three times?” Dan noted.

He added, “Don’t think that I’m bitter. I’m not. Spotify represents the future of music 

consumption. I am not only happy that Spotify is an option for my own music, but I also 

use it several hours a day, both for fun and for work. We are a culture of convenience, and

nothing is more convenient than immediate, cost-free access to every song you’ve ever 

wanted to hear. And I’ve always been cool with music piracy, so I’m not too upset that 

artists aren’t getting paid much from Spotify. My issue is Spotify’s frequent claim that 

you, the music consumer, support artists by using their service. Spotify should not be ad-

vertising that their listeners generate revenue for artists to when it takes nearly 300 

streams of a song for one member of a band to be able to buy a cup of coffee at a bodega. 

This leads to an environment where a fan might choose to listen to a song through Spotify

instead of purchasing it in a way that generates exponentially greater revenue for the mu-

sicians, like iTunes.

130



Until Spotify’s business model is improved, it should be seen as just another free mu-

sic service, like Napster and Grooveshark before it, and it should be known that the best 

way to support your favorite artists is to purchase their music at full-price – especially 

their self-released material - and go to their shows when they’re in town.”

Also, Dan mentioned that that those iTunes figures are for both ringtones and regular 

iTunes sales, and each has a different pricing system. lumps both types of sales together 

in the sales reports, and he didn't know if he could separate them. The figure for iTunes 

across the board payments is something around 90% of the sale price to the rights hold-

ers. The 70 something cents in my article is a little higher than what would be received 

through straight iTunes sales since ringtones have a higher price point.

Also, Ramforinkus is remastering their tunes for an upcoming album and will proba-

bly remove old versions from the Internet once it drops. To listen to what the band is up 

to, point your browser to www.ramforinkus.com.

Pandora  

A child of the Music Genome Project, Pandora is listened to by over 40 million users. 

That’s a lot and a lot of opportunity for you … if you can get in. That will take some prep 

work. To give you an idea of the competition, Michael Zapruder, music curator for Pan-

dora, receives roughly 400 to 800 songs every month. And they listen to each and every 

one. That’s a full time job in itself.

Here are their recommended steps from their site:

[ 

• First, you need to have a CD copy of your music with a bar code. When a recording 

studio agrees to record and replicate an album a bar code is often included in the fees. But
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watch out, it can cost as much as $99 to buy a bar code. Pandora recommends Nation 

Wide Barcode which charges only $10 for a bar code. You can get it the same day.

• Once your music has been reproduced into a CD format, Pandora requires that the mu-

sic must be available in the physical Amazon CD store. You will need to create an ac-

count for Amazon Advantage, but there are no fees to join. It cost $29.95 per year plus a 

55% standard commission on the sale of your CDs. Don’t forget to enter in all the infor-

mation that Amazon lists about your music. Most importantly you need to upload the 

cover art for the album.

• Speaking of albums, no matter how awesome all the other songs on a CD might sound 

you need the rights to use every song on the album. Once Pandora accepts your music 

they may use all the songs on your CD.

•  It is also suggested that before submitting you should collect relevant information 

about your fan base, selling power and music reviews. This will not help with the Music 

Genome Project, but it can be a good indicator to Pandora if people want to hear your 

music.

• Go to Pandora’s submit music form at submitmusic.pandora.com and give them all the 

information you have prepared. You will want to submit your best two songs from the CD

you put on Amazon. Zapruder also suggests not putting in more than one submission until

you know if your first CD has been approved or denied.

 

By utilizing the wealth of musicological information stored in the Music Genome 

Project, Pandora recognizes and responds to each individual's tastes. The result is a much 
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more personalized radio experience–stations that play music you'll love–and nothing 

else.

Do you get paid by Pandora? In a word, sort of. Okay, that’s two words, but you get 

the idea. To get your royalties, you’ll need to register with SoundExchange. Pandora is 

more like radio than say, Spotify. Here’s the low down from their site:

“SoundExchange is the non-profit performance rights organization that collects statu-

tory royalties from satellite radio (such as SIRIUS XM), internet radio, cable TV music 

channels and similar platforms for streaming sound recordings.  The Copyright Royalty 

Board, which is appointed by The U.S. Library of Congress, has entrusted SoundEx-

change as the sole entity in the United States to collect and distribute these digital perfor-

mance royalties on behalf of featured recording artists, master rights owners (like record 

labels), and independent artists who record and own their masters.” So, a SoundEx-

change account is a needed thing if you want that mansion and Porché.

There are plenty of opportunities to get out there and get heard, but it will take some 

work. That should be a big part of your business and marketing plans mentioned in chap-

ter 3.

As Dylan said, “The times they are a changing.” Planning now and getting your mu-

sic, promotional efforts and such in order now will help you greatly in being successful.
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Chapter 7: Media Relations

You’re not going to get too far if nobody knows about you. This is where media relations 

comes in. Aggressive media relations. The ability to have reporters, writers, authors and 

editors tout your virtues is paramount. Getting your name in print is important to estab-

lish your brand, image and, ultimately recognition. A wee bit of controversy doesn’t hurt 

either, as long as it’s not way over the top.

The first thing to remember about media relations is that they–writer, reporters, edi-

tors, bloggers, etc–don’t give a hoot about you, unless there’s a story in it for them. Ev-

erybody wants something. So give it to them. A release about your nifty new song will 

likely get tossed in the circular file. These folks are inundated with press releases, media 

kits and various other requests. You need to find a spin. That might mean aligning your 

band or act with a charity, a pro-bono event, something politically outspoken. Stuff like 

that. You need news that will turn a head or two. Three is even better.

Building A Media List  

This first key to media relations is to know whom you’re talking to in terms of reporters, 

writers, editors, bloggers and others. That’s going to require building a media list.

A sibling to your prospects and industry contacts lists, your media list is destined to 

become one of the treasured items in your marketing toolbox. It’s a list of  all the media 

contacts who are going to skyrocket you to stardom.

134



You could dig deep into your pockets and subscribe to a list. They’re available from 

companies such as Bacon’s, Cision, MediaListsOnline and Vocus. But, this book centers 

around low and no cost techniques, so we’re not going to go there.

One simple way to jump-start your list building efforts is a visit to your local book-

seller and the research section of your local Library. Peruse the titles in the magazine and 

newspaper racks at the book store. Grab a few and cuppa java. Jot down the publication 

name, contact info for key editors and writers and the type of news and content they print.

At the Library, get chummy with the Research Librarian, who can become one of your 

best list-building friends. They can point you to a variety of sources such as the Standard 

Rate & Data (SRDS). The SRDS is a group of books (and online resource) media buyers 

use to find publications and media to place their clients’ ads. But, you can use it to iden-

tify publications in your niche and gather contact info, type of content and more. Gale Di-

rectory of Publications and Broadcast Media is also available at most larger Libraries.

Those are a couple of the brick and mortar methods. Since you’re a Twenty First Cen-

tury kind of person, you’re probably interested in using that box called a computer to find

media sources online. A tablet works well, too. No problem.

After you’ve identified some publications where you’d be pleased as punch to see 

your name in print, fire up the ‘ole browser, swing over to their sites and nab a copy of 

their media kits. A media kit, in days gone by, was a usually a splashy pocket folder or 3-

D thingie (box or similar deal) packed with information designed to convince an adver-

tiser to buy space in the publication. Media kits carry detailed info about the publication ’s

topic(s), ad space pricing, production specs, reader demographic data (a handy bit for 

you) and, usually, an editorial calendar along with key personnel contact info.
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I could write a rather lengthy dissertation, listing numerous places where you can 

gather media contacts online. But, as luck would have it, Jeremy Porter did it for me with 

his excellent article, 14 Free Resources for Building a Media List, on Journalistics.com. 

How handy is that? Visit blog.journalistics.com/2009/free-resources-for-building-media-

lists for more information and a wealth of useful information.

Your list is, and should be, a continuing effort. Contacts and media come and go, so 

you’ll need to keep an eye on things to ensure your list is up-to-date.

Once you have some contacts, what do you do with them? Odds are, you’ll be con-

tacting them with a press release and/or a press kit (more about those later), maybe a 

demo or two and other stuff. Here are some tips when making a first contact:

[ 

• Ensure you have the contact’s name, title and what they write about correct. 

That’s pretty much a no-brainer.

• Plan what you’re going to say to ensure you stay on topic and don’t ramble.

• Give them a heads-up, by phone and quickly, before you send anything.

• Ask how they prefer to be contacted.

• Respect their time.

In days gone by I worked at a few large newspapers. Trust me, editorial departments are 

crazy places, especially at deadline time. Plus, like many businesses, media folk are hav-

ing to do more with fewer people and even fewer resources.

• As a corollary to the above, always ask if it’s a good time to speak.

• Keep to the facts.
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• Demonstrate your musical expertise and style when you can, but keep it brief.

• Never interrupt.

• Ask what you can provide them to make their job a little easier.

In whatever you say, try your best to add value. Keep away from irrelevant information 

and “puff.” Journalists are hardly stupid. They’ve heard it all and can tell if you’re full of 

hot air. 

• Always be able to back up what you say with facts, figures and hard data. Reporters 

love facts and figures.

 

Over time, if you can, provide journalists with meaty information full of facts, fig-

ures, photos and demos. You’ll position yourself, your act and your business as a quality 

resource. When that starts to happen, you may just find the phone and inbox ringing with 

requests for quotes and interviews.

Developing a Press Kit  

A press kit, sometimes also called a media kit, is a collection of information about a per-

son, product, company, event, or in your case, your act, sent to the media as a promo-

tional tool. It’s all the information a journalist needs to write about the glories of you in 

one convenient place.

Your press kit can be created a few ways ways–hire a p.r. firm or freelance writer / in-

die public relations pro, or you can do it yourself. Although I do these as one of the ways 

I make some dough, I’m going to shoot myself in the foot and recommend you do it your-
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self. You know ... because much of this book is all about low and no cost marketing and 

promotion stuff.

Developing your very own press kit may seem a daunting task at first, but it’s really 

not all that tough. You just need to get a bit organized, make a list of tasks and dig in.

Let’s take a peek at the ingredients of a typical press kit.

The Backgrounder  

This part carries historical information about the band, act or whom or whatever the 

kit is about. You’ll highlight your musical offerings, style, what makes you different and 

why you exist. Include some highlights like special gigs, pro-bono events, etc. Add in 

your value proposition (what you bring to the musical table the others don’t or can’t, why 

your important to your audience and why they should listen to you) and maybe a mission 

statement (why the band or act exists and what you’re trying to accomplish) and you’re 

good to go. 

Oh ... and a quick word about mission statements. Make it authentic and relevant ... 

please. I’ve read so many that try to sound overly intelligent or are so abstract they make 

little sense. Be authentic. Be yourself. But, sell your act. Let me add in a bit of advice 

from brilliant adman, David Ogilvy in The Unpublished Ogilvy (Crown Publishers):

“Never use jargon words like reconceptialize, demassification, attitudinally. They are 

the hallmarks of a pretentious ass.”

The Fact Sheet   

The Fact Sheet is pretty much what the title says–A listing specific features and bene-

fits, statistics, research highlights and such. Reporters love facts, so make it easy for 
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them. It may contain gig venues, musical styles(s), key performances with audience num-

bers, if possible, etc. It all that quantifiable data. 

Biographies   

In some instances, you can address key bio information in the backgrounder. For ex-

ample, if the kit is about an individual. In other cases, it makes more sense to create a 

"Bios" page. This is a couple of paragraphs about each key player in the band. The bio 

should list the person's instrument, other bands they’ve play with, awards, key responsi-

bilities, relevant education and experience and the likes. But keep it brief. A couple of 

paragraphs should do the trick.

The Act and the Music   

This is a page or pages that outline your tunes, albums, merchandise and similar stuff.

In a business press kit, this would be the Products & Services page. The main thing to re-

member here is focusing on benefits, not features. Lots of people get hung up with their 

offering's swell bells and whistles, but that's not usually what's important to writers, edi-

tors and readers-in-general. They want to know what’s in it for them and their readers and

why they should they care.

Past Press Coverage   

Got press? Include it. Journalists are usually more comfortable printing something 

about you when they know somebody else took the risk before them. Reprints from mag-

azines are handy for this and they look better than copies with shadowy spine folds or 

crooked placement. You can, for a fee, request magazine reprints from publications where

you’ve been featured. If you can afford it, it’s the way to go. Professional reprints look a 

lot better than copies.
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Press Releases   

Toss in your most recent press releases to fill things out and bring the recipient up to 

speed with current news.

Photos & Graphics   

These can be key band member photos, performance photos, logos and such. It’s 

whatever you have or can get to add visuals to a story. The media likes to punctuate sto-

ries with images, so help them out.

Images can be hard copies or digital, but the latter is preferred since most, if not all 

publications are produced electronically now days. Make sure your images have enough 

resolution for print reproduction. The rule of thumb is two times the line screen of the 

publication. You can find the information in the publication’s media kit’s ad production 

section. For most magazines that means at least 300 ppi (pixels per inch). Newspapers 

use a coarser screen so they can be 120-200 ppi. When in doubt, go higher. Images can go

down in resolution, but not up without a loss in quality. Jpegs at high resolution are okay. 

Tiff files are better.

Logos should be in vector format such as an eps or Illustrator file(s). Vectors are reso-

lution independent and can be scaled up or down without any loss in quality. It’s a good 

idea to provide both CMYK and spot color versions. If you use the services of a graphic 

designer, they should know all about this. If not, CMYK stands for cyan, magenta, yellow

and black. Those are the colors used in printing to create the illusion of full color. Spot 

color is a specific color of ink that aligns with an accepted color matching system, such 

as Pantone. For example, Pantone 200 is a red. Pantone Reflex Blue is a deep blue. Color 
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matching systems ensure that colors are reproduced consistently across a variety of 

printed materials. And that was out print production lesson for the day.

Collateral Advertising Materials   

These might be a postcard, poster(s), flyer, brochure, print ad, etc. A printed newslet-

ter would come under this heading, too.

Media contact information   

The big boys and girls have public relations firms and/or a p.r. department. But, if 

you’re an indie band or solo act, this isn’t likely to be you. Give the recipient several 

ways to contact you–phone, email, fax, of course, but perhaps also Skype and instant 

messaging services too. I’d shy away from carrier pigeons. They tend to be a bit messy.

Physical Form   

After you’ve collected and written all your kit’s content, it’s time to think about what 

it will look like. You have a couple of options here–hard copies or digital. 

If you opt for a hard copy, you can go all out and have the thing commercially 

printed. You could also go broke. These suckers get expensive. To do it on the relative 

cheap, swing over to the office supply and scope out some nice pocket folders. See if you 

can find something unique with some character to it. First impressions count for a lot. 

The interior pages can be copies (clean copies, please) or printed on-demand off your 

inkjet or laser printer. Design a compelling label for the cover. Crack ‘N Peel label paper 

stock is good for this. Just be sure it’s applied straight on the cover. Toss in your photos, 

brochures and other materials and voila! You’ve got yourself a press kit.
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To be frank ... oh, wait, Frank’s my father. To be honest, I don’t like this method for a 

few of reasons. First, it’s time consuming. Second, stuff tends to fall out of pocket fold-

ers. Third, you’re asking the journalist to re-key all your copious copy. I mentioned doing

what you can to make things easier for them. So, it seems hard copies are somewhat 

counter-productive.

Digital Form   

Perhaps it’s because I’m a certifiable geek who sits in front of a computer for 16 or so

hours each day, but I like digital. It’s just plain ‘ole easier and usually less costly.

Create a folder and call it “My Band Press Kit,” (where “My Band,” is your band’s 

name. Duh!) mostly because that’s what it’s for and put it on your desktop. Depending on

how much content you have, you may want to create sub folders for your images, graph-

ics, pdfs of flyers and other printed material such as posters and ads, along with various 

content sections.

Take all the content that you created digitally in the first place and save it to the 

proper spot within your press kit folder. Although Word is the standard, you might con-

sider something more generic like RTF format, just in case. PDFs are handy to and pretty 

much a standard these days. You don’t want to lose a press opportunity because a writer is

on some whiz-bang proprietary publishing software and couldn’t open your files or copy 

and paste your brilliant content.

You’re going to burn the folder contents to a disk, so you want to give some quality 

thought to a disk label and a jewel case cover. If you have stellar graphic design skills, 

that others will agree with, do it yourself. If not, you really should hire a designer. Sure, 

it’s cost you some clams, but hey, we’re talking image here. This isn’t a place to skimp. 
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You want to put your best foot forward. Plus, you, or rather, they can likely re-purpose 

some existing graphics from other materials created for your act. That can save you some 

money.

Don’t just copy the “Press Kit” folder to the disk and burn it. That’s an extra step for 

the recipient. Remember what I wrote about making things easy? If you dump the folder 

on the drive, Joe Journalist has to open the disk, open the “Press Kit” folder just to start 

to get to your content. Just select the files and folders and drag them to the disk to burn. 

This way your files and content folders will be at the root of the drive.

The nice thing about a digital press kit is:

[ 

• They’re cheap to produce on CD or DVD. If you want to get really fancy, put them on a

USB drive that has your logo and some other info like a tagline, contact info, etc. Adding 

a demo tune is a nice touch, as well. Pretty snazzy, eh?

• The journalist can copy, paste or export the content

• They’re usually less expensive to mail or ship in CD or DVD format.

• You can put the content on your site, and other outlets such as Facebook, for download-

ing. 

Downloading a digital press kit is free and free is good. Well, free is good for you. It’s 

bad when your CDs, merchandise and such are free. We’re trying to make some money 

here. 

 

And there you have it. Press kits on the cheap with a minimum of headaches.
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Nurturing Media Contacts and Building Relationships  

Just because you sent out a kick butt media kit, it won’t mean jack unless you follow up. 

These are the folks that can make you famous, or a least better know. Get chummy with 

them.

Always make a follow up call or at least an email to ensure your kit and/or release 

was received, but always always respect their time. When calling, simply ask if it’s a 

good time to talk briefly. Ask if there are any questions you can answer or if anything 

wasn’t clear. 

When you have a story idea, pitch it first, don’t just send it off. A pitch letter is a brief 

letter or email that explains the story concept and why it’s important to readers. If you re-

ally want to get their attention, invite them to lunch (on you) to discuss their needs more 

than your needs. Be a resource. When possible, arrange for press passes to shows. 

Odds are, your first few releases won’t make it into the publication. It takes time for 

them to realize that you’re a good, solid source of news. When that happens, you’ll start 

to see your name in print. Give it some time. Be consistent, but not a pain in the 

hindquarter. Remember, you need them a lot more than they need you.

Crafting Quality Press Releases  

Most press releases are vain ramblings about the wonders of a company, band or other 

entity. They’re also boring. As I’ve mentioned a few times, people want to know what’s in

it for them. Sad, but true, nonetheless. So, your press releases need to engage and tell 

your story.
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Press releases are the foundation of your publicity efforts. When writing releases, be 

sure they conform to accepted format standards. To follow is the dissection of a release 

from Eric Knight.

News Release

Contact:

John Sanders

28 Records 

rec28@aol.com 

Phone: 305.934.3349

September 28, 2008 

For Immediate Release

Eric Knight Debuts Across the Pond On First UK Tour 

Los Angeles, CA: Los Angeles based rocker, Eric Knight, embarks on his official 

first tour (dates below) of the UK starting in October. This will mark the first time Eric 

tours the region. Knight has been busy in rehearsals preparing for the shows as well as in 

pre-production to enter the studio to record is third album entitled Delusions Of 

Grandeur due out in early 2009. Once Eric returns from the UK he will begin work on 

the new album and in between recording he will be doing some mini-tours in Canada and 

the West Coast with friends Chasing Saints which share the same management. Once the 
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CD is released Eric will be on an endless national tour of the US to support the CD and 

then back to Europe.

Eric Knight has also been lending his voice on several recordings for film and TV as 

of late. Two tracks will be featured on an upcoming unnamed ABC pilot due out later this

fall. As well as singing Eric has been not only in the studio writing for his upcoming al-

bum he is also writing and composing music for film and TV. "I'm a big fan of sound-

tracks and movie scores and it was always in the plan and a personal dream of mine to 

score a film." says the singer. "I'm looking to get into independent film first and work my 

way up to a major motion picture, that would be a dream come true." To find out more in-

formation visit his website at ericknightonline.com.

For press inquiries additional show dates or more information on Eric Knight, contact

John Sanders at rec28@aol.com or visit Eric Knight at:

ericknightonline.com

myspace.com/ericknight

Eric Knight / UK Tour Dates:

Oct 18 2008 - Cavern Club / Liverpool, England

Oct 19 2008 - Queen Boadicea / Clerkenwell, London

Oct 21 2008 - Monkey Chews / Chalk Farm, London

Oct 22 2008 - The Castle / Notting Hill, London

Oct 23 2008 - Edwards Bar / Hammersmith, London

###

Let's take this apart and look at each element.
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Contact:

John Sanders

28 Records 

rec28@aol.com 

Phone: 305.934.3349

This is the contact info and should appear at the top of the release. Pretty straightfor-

ward stuff.

September 28, 2008 

For Immediate Release

The date of the release and whether or not it can be published immediately. If not, in-

clude the desired publishing date, such as “For release on or after ...”

Eric Knight Debuts Across the Pond On First UK Tour 

Here's your headline. It should immediately tell the editor what the release is all 

about. 

Los Angeles, CA

This is called the “dateline” and it’s inserted at the beginning of the first paragraph. 

Ironically, the "dateline" isn't a date at all. It's the location of your office or where the 

news originated.

Los Angeles based rocker, Eric Knight, embarks on his official first tour (dates be-

low) of the UK starting in October. This will mark the first time Eric tours the region. 

Knight has been busy in rehearsals preparing for the shows as well as in pre-production 

to enter the studio to record is third album entitled Delusions Of Grandeur due out in 

early 2009.

147



Lead off with the most important information. Think of the body of your release as an

inverted pyramid with less important information lower in the release. Editors tend to cut 

from the bottom.

Wind up your release with some background info about key people and/or companies 

mentioned in the release.

When you're drafting your release, put on your reporter hat. They want to know who, 

what where, when and why. 

[more] and/or ###

If your release is two or more pages, let the editor know by including [more] at the 

end of each page. Close your release with either "-30-" or "###," the customary symbols 

to say "That's all folks." Center them at the bottom of the last page.

It's a good idea to contact the editors of the publication where you plan to send your 

news to find out their preference for receiving releases. Some prefer email, other like 

plain 'ole snail mail, while other like faxed releases. Contacting them also helps to begin 

a relationship.

As mentioned, don't freak out if your first few releases never make it into print. That's

not too unusual. Over time, as editors come to see you as consistent source of quality 

news, they'll start publishing your stuff.

Building Buzz  

If you’re consistent, people will begin to take notice and spread the word. Word of mouth 

is one of, if not the most powerful tools in a musician’s p.r. toolbox. 
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Twitter and Facebook are great ways to do this, if you offer great content. Followers 

and fans become a type of evangelist for your act and will tell others. Also, connect with 

influencers, people with a “name” and begin to build relationships with them via social 

media. It might be tough at first, but give it time, don’t be annoying, or worse, seen as a 

stalker. Offer quality thoughts, comments, links and such. Be engaging. These are the 

people who can help you get the word out faster than anything else.

Media Relation Tools for Musicians  

Help A Reporter Out (HARO – www.helpareporter.com) from p.r. pro, Peter Shankman, 

is one of the best tools I know of to develop media relations and getting your name in 

print. Plus, it’s free. 

After you sign up as a source, you’ll receive three daily emails, Monday through Fri-

day, with requests from writers, reporters, authors, t.v. producers and more looking for 

sources for their articles, stories, books, casting calls, etc. I’ve been written up in maga-

zine articles and books plenty of times due to following HARO.

One-sheets and Onesheet.com  

A “one-sheet” is just that. It’s a single sheet that carries your publicity information. It 

provides information about a musician, band or artist. Often, a one-sheet is sent with a 

newly released or soon-to-be released CD, with its related information. A one-sheet is 

also referred to as a press sheet or a promo sheet.

Onesheet.com is a something of a one-stopping source for building sites and mobile 

apps. The service allows you to use your own domain name and is relatively mainte-

nance-free. Content you post on various other sites is automatically brought in to 
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Onesheet.Sites are also fully branded and you can even add a store to sell merchandise. 

Naturally, there are “Like” and “Follow” buttons to connect visitors to your Onesheet 

site. Visitor who post comments on Onesheet are also automatically brought into Face-

book. Various content can be set as “Featured” with the use of a handy widget. Plus, this 

arrary of features is free. 

Onesheet also offers a “Pro” version where you can have a mobile app developed for 

your act; a customized navigation bar; browser and mobile icons; Google Analytics and a 

dandy contact form.

There’s a 14-day free trial for both versions and the “Pro” version is just $4.99/month

UDS. Not a bad deal for even the most cash-strapped act.

BandTown  

BandTown.com is designed to keep fans up-to-date with where their favorite artists 

are performing. With its seamless Facebook integration, it makes doing that a snap. From 

their site: “Fully integrated into Facebook, Bandsintown automatically creates 100 per-

cent real Facebook events for all upcoming dates and displays them on a Tour Dates tab 

on your fan page. Fans can RSVP, comment and share with friends right from the tab. 

Artists can share events with other artists on the same tour and even display tour histo-

ries.

Getting the word out has never been easier. Maximize exposure and increase engage-

ment using Bandsintown's built in tools to promote your gigs through timeline, ticker, 

newsfeed and Twitter. Our Auto Promote feature is geotargeted and automatically pro-

motes events throughout your entire tour, from presale to on sale.
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Our completely customizable and easy to embed JavaScript and Wordpress plug-ins 

make it simple to sync tour dates, ticket links and Facebook events to your official web-

site or blog. Works on Ning, Tumblr and other platforms.”

The site also offers the creation of “Specials” that are packages for special offers, VIP

packages and exclusive offers. This helps to generate revenue beyond ticket sales. And, 

packages can, of course, be purchased directly on Facebook.

If you’re feeling adventurous, a search for “media tools for musicians,” will yield 

many other tools that can benefit your media relations and social media activities.

Sonicbids  

Sonicbids.com is much like the other services mentioned, but with a slight spin. Son-

icbids can connect you to promoters, of course, but also the people responsible for getting

music into movies, airlines, shopping malls, TV shows and more.

I know what you’re thinking. “Ewww! Elevator music.” That’s not what Sonicbids is 

all about, but it might sound that way at first. There’s money to be made there. Potentially

lots of it. Tie that to the fact that many fans learn about new music via these alternate out-

lets and it can mean a boon for your act. Fees are affordable, too. Their “Sonic” member-

ship is just $4.99 UDS per month, paid annually. Their “Supersonic” membership is 

$9.99 UDS, also paid annually.

Founder, Panos, puts it this way, “I came to America in 1991 from my home country 

of Cyprus to attend Berklee College of Music. I didn't think I could cut it as a guitarist so 

I ended up studying Music Business, which led to an internship at a Boston talent agency.

Within a year or so, in 1995, I found myself booking all the European tours for some of 
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my idols, people like Pat Metheny and Chick Corea and Sonny Rollins–a jazzhead's 

dream.

I got the inspiration to start Sonicbids as a direct result of my experiences as an agent.

Every week I was getting buried with press kits from many, many talented artists who 

wanted to get booked by us, but we just could not afford to take on. So I thought—and 

this was 1999 or so—"if you can trade stocks and buy books online, why can't you get a 

gig or book a band using the web?

I quit my job, maxed out my credit cards, and launched Sonicbids on February 25, 

2001."

The company’s mission statement is, “Our mission is to help create and empower an 

Artistic Middle Class through the use of innovative technology.

We want Sonicbids to be a place where any band from any genre anywhere in the 

world, can come to find and connect with any type of music promoter, licensor or con-

sumer brand—easily, effectively, and quickly.” 

Sounds pretty good to me.

The take-away is that to be visible and ultimately successful, you must develop solid 

media relationships. These should be authentic and helpful to writers, reporters and simi-

lar media people. Develop your list. Put together a killer press kit, make contact, write 

engaging press releases and use the tools available to you. Find those outlets and services 

that are a right fit for your band or solo act. Does it take time? You bet. But so does writ-

ing songs, rehearsing, prepping for performances and the likes.
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Chapter 8: Promoting to Radio

You’re in your car, driving down some lonesome highway at 2 AM. Maybe, like Tom 

Petty, you’re singing Runaway, along with Del Shannon. Suddenly, your tune comes on 

the radio. You pretty much go nuts. Hold on Sparky. Don’t hit the brake, or worse, the 

gas. Sure, your songs being played but it’s just a start. Getting on the radio isn’t an easy 

task, but there are steps you can take to put your best foot, or song, forward.

You might be hearing that radio is a diminishing influence on music buyers. But that’s

a myth. At least it’s a still a myth at this point in time. Radio is still the in the forefront of 

record sales and will likely be so for a while. It’s a main gun in a label’s arsenal.

Radio and the labels have a symbiotic relationship. They need each other. Labels need

an outlet for audiences to hear their artists and, subsequently, buy records. Radio stations 

need a constant flow of new music to appease and entertain their audiences so they can 

sell ads. So, it follows that if the label can supply great music that listeners love, the radio

station builds its audience and can sell more ads, often for more money. There sometimes 

are a few shady deals, but often the two work together toward a mutually beneficial end. 

Labels and radio stations, for example, might work together to host or promote a concert. 

Other times the label will fly an artist or band in for an interview or an in-store signing 

event. When it works, everybody wins and gets a piece of the artist’s income. The artist 

wins too because of the promotional value. That can easily turn into ticket and merchan-

dise sales.

In chapters 5 and 6, I discussed podcasts, Spotify and Pandora. They’re arguably the 

easiest ways to get on the radio, albeit Internet radio, and there are still those dang hoops 
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to jump through. And, there are plenty of listeners. But, there are a few easier inroads. 

Here are a few.

College Radio  

Beginning in the 1980's, college radio started to become a significant force for dis-

covering independent recording artists and also introducing those artists to the general 

public. Many have gone on to become household names with huge fan bases.

In addition, college radio has a reputation for presenting practically all forms of mu-

sic. Most of this music would never make it to the commercial or even non-commercial 

arena.

Kenny Love, in his article, College Radio: The Most Important Radio Level for Musi-

cians, brought up some interesting points:

[ 

• Far easier and faster access to airwaves

• Far more plentiful specialty and mix shows and programs

• Greater chances for both in-studio and telephone interviews to promote music releases

• More possibilities for station ID checks for further publicity

• Corresponding college campus newspapers that will more readily accept and support 

music aired on their campus stations for creating a campus-wide buzz

• A ready and built-in market in the campus community for repeated live performances 

to further support and supplement campus airplay and campus press coverage

• An opportunity for grassroots distribution through supplying both campus bookstores 

and campus music stores with music releases
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Love included some other very interesting facts:

[ 

• There are 631 public 4-year colleges and universities that have a combined student 

population of 6,236,455.

•  There are also 1,835 private 4-year colleges and universities with a combined student 

population of 3,440,953.

•  Additionally, there exists 1,081 public 2-year colleges with a combined student popu-

lation of 5,996,701.

•  Even further, 621 private 2-year colleges host another 253,878 students.

 

Love added, “This brings the average U. S. student population total to a whopping 

15,927,987 minimum every year. And, more people are attending some form of higher 

education than ever before.”

That’s a pretty significant audience. A few of the better known acts who tapped into 

college radio are R.E.M., 10,000 Maniacs, The Smiths, XTC and The Replacements. So, 

the company’s not too bad.

How do you get on college radio? Good question. Here’s yet another list to help you  

out.

[ 

 • Research and develop a targeted list of college radio shows and stations (phone num-

bers, email addresses, physical address, contacts, etc.).

• Develop a spreadsheet to use as a tracking system so you can remember who you sent 

what, who the contacts and when you talked with them, etc.
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• Call the stations to get the names of the musical director and/or show hosts/

• Call back at a later date, ask for them by name.

• When you talk, learn what materials they expect to receive (CDs, demos, press kits, 

etc.)

• Talk about your act, the kind of music you play, performances you’ve done, etc. (i.e.: 

promote) But, as it’s said, you have two ears and one mouth, Listen more than you talk.

• Send off your stuff and then wait a bit. Make a follow up call to verify receipt.

• Give it some time and then make another call to learn if they listened to your music and

if it’s been added to the rotation.

• Be polite, but persistent to learn if your music has, in fact, been heard and added to the 

rotation.

 

Local Radio  

Getting your music played on local radio stations is pretty much the same procedure 

as college radio. There are a few twists, though. It’s best to send your materials via FedEx

or at least Express Mail. It just looks more important. Morning shows are always looking 

for folks to interview. Have a local gig coming up? Give the musical director or show 

host a call and ask for an interview about the event. Try to get testimonials from fans or 

places where you’ve played. These can be call-ins. Finally, bring some doughnuts or 

other breakfast fare. It will be appreciated and you’ll generally be treated nicer. Finally, 

mention your site address and/or Facebook Page. If you sell merchandise, mention that 

too.
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Commercial Radio  

If you have your heart set on hearing your dark as night, angst-driven song, complete 

with tearful arpeggios and ear shattering solos on the radio, nestled between Ozzy Os-

bourne and Alice Cooper, in a word, from my New York Italian vernacular, 

“fugetaboutit.” As an indie act, it’s simply not going to happen. Sorry. Sometimes the 

truth hurts.

Here’s why. Commercial radio is, for the most part, a pay-to-play thing. It tends to be 

a shakedown. A racket, if you will. It’s a very tightly secured industry. Deals are made on 

the basis of handshakes instead of quality contracts. Handshakes that often erode into 

broken dream and broken promises. 

As a matter of fact, here’s yet another history lesson for you. The term “payola,” 

which is a combination of the words, “pay” and “Victrola,” was coined for the music in-

dustry’s practice of pretty much outright bribery to get songs played. From Wikipedia, 

“Under U.S. law, 47 U.S.C. § 317, a radio station can play a specific song in exchange 

for money, but this must be disclosed on the air as being sponsored airtime, and that play 

of the song should not be counted as a "regular airplay." However, that’s not always the 

case. Somewhere, a corporate headquarters, where the big wigs live, make the track se-

lections for commercial radio. Plus, those selections are often decided upon based on who

provides the best and most in terms of favors, vacations, junkets, money, nifty gifts such 

as drugs, and other seedy, seamy and unsavory commodities and services. I think you get 

the idea. Feel like washing your hands?
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Sure, you could hire a shady radio promoter for a ton of cash. Other options are a 

deep-pocketed label. As discussed, they’re pretty tough to get, if not impossible. You 

could also tap out your savings, 401-K, max-out your credit cards and get a second mort-

gage to hire a heavyweight public relation person or firm. People do it all the time. Fame 

is a powerful elixir. But, all in all, your money is likely better spent on the lower cost 

techniques and tools discussed within the pages of this book.

However, there is one more option. Some commercial radio stations have local shows

that feature local performers. Just be sure your music style is a good match for the show. 

Send out a one-sheet, some photos, maybe a video and start playing dialing for dialogue.

An additional word and reminder about one-sheets is probably in order. A one-sheet is

a sales sheet, usually developed for labels and distributors to help sell an album. It typi-

cally contains information about the band or solo act, various achievements, information 

about the recording of the album, track list and other pertinent data that, hopefully, all fits

on one sheet of paper. Ergo, the name, “one-sheet.” 

The Importance of Bar Codes  

If you plan to sell your music, whether an album, CD or even a single, to distributors and 

retailers, a bar code is essential. As a matter of fact, most outlets won’t even touch your 

tunes without one. Also, with a bar code Nielsen SoundScan can tally sales.

There are plenty of places to buy a bar code. And, like many things in life, there are 

many that will rip you off blind. They do this by selling you a bar code, but it’s actually 

under their vendor code. In effect, they own it, not you. This is an outright violation of 

the Uniform Code Council Agreement. In other words, it’s pretty darn illegal. It’s never 
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legit to sell, rent, loan or transfer a vendor code to someone else. You’ve got to get your 

own.

A bar code can run you close to $100 USD. CDBaby and a few of the other sites men-

tioned in chapter 6 can help you out. CDBaby guarantees that the bar code is yours, not 

simple purchased as a resold code. Pandora recommends NationWide Barcode (www.na-

tionwidebarcode.com ) which charges only $10 for a bar code. Here are some fun facts 

from their site:

[ 

• Nationwide Barcode has been verified and approved by George Laurer, inventor of the 

UPC Barcode. Good for all products except Books (require ISBN) and Pharmaceuticals.

• Unique EAN and UPC Barcode Numbers always – never reused or recycled.

• Lightning Fast Service – Place your order and get your EAN and UPC barcodes within

minutes with our fast, automated delivery.

• No Annual Fees, No Hidden Charges – Guaranteed Lowest Prices!

• Free phone or email support

• UPC and EAN Numbers (UPC are used in US/Canada and can be read worldwide — 

EAN are used in Europe, Australia, Asia, South America)

• Excel spreadsheet with all of your barcode numbers

• EAN-13 and UPC-A graphics - EPS (scalable vector) and 600 dpi JPEG. Barcodes are 

provided at 1.5″ x .8″ (38.27mm x 20.3mm) and can be scaled +/-20%.

 • Certificate of Authenticity/Transfer of Ownership (Be careful about this!)

•  Resources for sticker or label printing
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• FREE eBook: Barcodes Demystified - Info on Shipping Container Barcodes, Coupon 

Codes, Barcode Colors and Sizes. How to communicate with your retailers, etc

• Additional after the sale solutions including shipping container barcodes, QR Codes 

and free webinars.

 

To ensure the code is yours, it’s best to buy it from the Uniform Code Council. Their 

contact information is 7887 Washington, Suite 300, Dayton, OH 45459 USA, Phone: 

937-435-3870, Fax 937-435-7317.

Radio Promotion Services  

As mentioned, the radio industry can be somewhat suspect when it comes to making 

deals. Beyond this is the reality that audiences are rapidly moving to becoming part of the

capture culture, downloading songs to various devices, listening to Spotify, Pandora and 

the likes. Rather than pay a publicist or p.r. person $1000–$1500 every month with no 

guarantee of a return, you might consider trying out some alternate services.

iPluggers.com  

iPluggers is a new online music publicist service that can be used by indie artists, pro-

viding they can get approved by iPlugger’s A&R folks. The process is simple. Sign up for

an iPlugger Artist account. Select your genre(s)–up to three– and upload your release. 

Then, request A&R approval. Once approved, select your release date. This is when you 

pay for your release. When your date is reached your release will be sent to all station 

that want your type of genre. After “plugging,” you can get real-time insights as to which

stations in which countries downloaded your release for airplay. Airplay is guaranteed 
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and they do offer refunds if they are unable to achieve airplay for you. They also include 

a variety of other services including photos, discography,videos, etc. How easy is that?

How much does all this cost? A single will cost roughly $315 USD. Up to eight tracks

is roughly $450 USD and an album with up to fifteen track runs roughly $625 USD. 

iPluggers uses Euros as it currency, so the conversions may be a bit off.

Jango.com is another great service and similar to iPlugger. It’s Internet-based and 

they boast 7,000,000 listeners

You upload your songs and photos and choose popular artists whose music is similar 

to yours. Your music will be listened to by audiences who also listen to the similar artists 

you chose. Many may become new fans. You also receive report addressing how your 

new fan base is doing. Jango reports to you where your music was played, as well as how

it was rated by Jango listeners. You can learn what track are most popular, what countries 

listen the most and more. Additional premium features include targeting by age, gender 

and location. If you fare well, you might even earn yourself some bonus Jango Play Cred-

its. They award up to 100,000 each week.

How much will all this set you and your band back? 250 play credits is just $10 USD.

1000 is $30 USD and 4000 is only $100. Not too bad. Plus, Jango has been written up in 

USA Today, The Wall Street Journal, Wired and several other publications.

The take away is:

[ 

• Be prepared.

Have a crystal clear idea of what you’re trying to accomplish and why.
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• Have all your materials prepared well in advance–100-200 CDs, one-sheets, photos, 

bios, discography, press kit, news releases, recent press coverage, etc.

• Carefully target your best prospects and use a spreadsheet to keep track of activities.

• Ensure the stations match your genre of music.

If you play metal, don’t contact a country station just because it’s a radio station.

• Target College radio first.

• Call first to get the names and correct spelling of the musical director and show hosts.

• Call back a few days later, asking for them by name.

• Promote your act, explain you genre of music, events you’ve played, but listen more 

than you talk.

• Send your materials via FedEx or Express mail.

• Call to verify receipt.

• Wait a few days, call again to ensure it’s been listened to by the host or others.

• Be polite, but be persistent.

• Buy your own bar code, ensure it’s in your name.

• Investigate various radio promotion services and learn which is your best bet.

• Set aside a budget for radio promotion activities and fees.

 

Public and media relations are usually less expensive options to promote your music. 

But, an even bigger plus is that p.r. is more believable than advertising. For example, let ’s

say you’re thumbing through a glossy city magazine and come across an ad for a cos-

metic dentist on a right hand page. It’s full color and pretty “splashy.” It certainly grabs 
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your attention. Then you look at the left hand page. There’s a heart-warming story about 

an altruistic dentist who fills cavities in the teeth of under privileged kids on a couple Sat-

urdays each month. Which piece is more believable? You know the dentist on the right 

shelled out a load of dough to buy that slick color ad. He or she likely hired a profes-

sional copywriter to craft some poignant prose and a graphic designer to put it all to-

gether so your eyes would stop in their tracks when you saw the ad. But the story about 

the dentist on the left hand page almost brought a tear to your eye. Odds are, you’d tend 

to believe the story rather than the ad. Yet, that story was probably written by a p.r. pro 

and ended up in the publication due to the p.r. pro’s relationship with the editor of the 

publication. And, it more than likely cost a lot less, overall.

Publications need to fill their pages. They typically work on a percentage of news to 

ads. For example, a city magazine might run 30 percent ads and 70 percent news stories. 

Many tap into the services of freelancer writers and public relations firms for content that

would be of interest to their readers. This is particularly important now, since ad revenues

have been continually declining over the years and many pubs don’t have the budgets 

they used to for staff writers, photographers, etc.

Unless it’s a “shopper’ type of publication, the stories get in for free. Shoppers often 

sell packages that include a cover image and a story written by their staff. Those are gen-

erally tied to an ad and can be pricey when all is said and done. They’re also to be 

avoided. We’re going for low and no cost marketing, p.r. and promotion.

By having clear goals, a captivating story to tell and a solid relationship with some 

key editors, you can reap the rewards of public relations, get your act promoted, aid in 

building your fan base, ticket sales and merchandise.
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Chapter 9: For The Pure Songwriter

Maybe you’re not the performing type. Getting up on stage might scare the hell out of 

you. But you love music and you love to write songs. If so, this chapter’s for you. Aside 

from the mundane, trite and boring music that often assaults our ears, songwriting is 

about what’s in your heart and mind. Then, it’s about constructing lyrics and a melody 

that communicates and resonates with an audience. It takes study, experimentation, talent 

and a bit of luck.

Usually, the biggest challenge with writing song lyrics is where to start. That’s typi-

cally followed by the common feelings most writers experience. Is my idea any good or 

does it suck?  What do I do next? What if nobody likes it? Relax. Most, if not all, song-

writers go through this exercise. For the most part, if you like your song, it’s probably 

good. At least good enough for you. If a whole bunch of people like it, it’s probably more

than good, maybe even great. And, it might just make you some money.

But, let’s start with some background. Take the Brill Building for example. It’s lo-

cated on Broadway in New York City just uptown from the Tin Pan Alley area and near 

Times Square. For many years, Brill housed music industry offices and studios and some 

of the most iconic songs were written within its walls. In many ways, it was a musician’s 

haven, An artist could find a publisher and printer, cut a demo, promote the record and 

cut a deal with radio promoters, all within the Brill building. Aldon Music, founded by 

Don Kirshner and Al Nevins in 1958 was one of them. It wasn’t originally in the Brill 

Building, but down the street a bit. In many ways, it was something of a music mill, 

pumping out hit tune after hit tune with songwriters working in cubicles or from home. 
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Artists including Neil Sedaka, Howard Greenfield, Carole King, Gerry Goffin, Neil Dia-

mond, Paul Simon, Phil Spector, Barry Mann, Cynthia Weil and Jack Keller were all as-

sociated with Aldon. That’s a darn good line up.

Neil Sedaka, a guy who wrote or co-wrote over 500 songs and sold millions of 

records wrote the iconic song, Oh! Carol there. It was about his girlfriend at the time, 

Carol Klein. Carol went on to become Carole King, a prolific songwriter and performer 

in her own right, winning four Grammy Awards and was inducted into the Songwriters 

Hall of Fame and the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Aldon made for good company, even 

though many writers were staff writers and didn’t make as much money as they should 

have. But, that’s just my opinion. Later in life most of these writers/performers made a 

ton of dough. So, I guess things work out in the long run.

Then there are the lyricists. They write, but they don’t perform, in most cases. These 

are the folks whose job it is to write the words that make you laugh, cry, bring back a 

memory or moment in time and cause their words to play over and over and over again in

the depths of your brain. This would also be known as a “hook.” But, more on hooks in a 

few paragraphs.

Ira Gershwin, Bernie Taupin, Howard Greenfield, Barry Mann and Tim Rice come to 

mind immediately. Paul McCartney, John Lennon and Bob Dylan, although also perform-

ers, are certainly on the list of some of the greatest lyricists. As a matter of fact, pure lyri-

cists are somewhat hard to find. There are plenty of singer/songwriters. But lyricists? Not

so much.

Lyricists are poets of a sort. Wordsmiths. They spin memorable words that tie seam-

lessly into the songs’s genre, theme, length and rhythm. Not exactly an easy task. For ex-
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ample, I’m a writer. You probably figured that out already. I’ve tried writing lyrics, but 

they, in a word, stink. I’m not a poet. I’m not a Byron, Keats or a Shelley. Or, a Taupin for

that matter. I’m not even in the same city as the ballpark. I’m strictly prose, it seems. In-

sert heavy sigh here.

Where To Start  

In the immortal words of Glinda, the Good Witch of the North, “It’s always best to start 

at the beginning.” For most lyricists, that means a melody. It’s tough to write lyrics with-

out knowing the rhythm and other characteristics of the tune. 

Once you have a melody, even a rough one, listen and pick out the areas where the 

notes are repeated or “rhyme.” A better way of saying that is the places where the notes 

or chords are repeated in sequence. For example, let’s use the Unchained Melody by The 

Righteous Brothers. Who, by the way, may have been righteous, but they sure weren’t 

brothers. Their name actually came at the end of a U.S. Marine performance when a fan 

in the audience shouted, "That was righteous, brothers!" Isn’t trivia neat?

Alas, I digress. Back to Unchained Melody. The rhymes happen at various, predicable

intervals within the tune. It’s the device that forms the structure of the song. The beat fol-

lows the rhyme in many cases. For example, “touch,” rhymes with “much.” “Time” 

rhymes with “mine,” and so on.

It’s also happens to a degree in the final line of the chorus.

As I was writing the above, it occurred to me that all this sounds rather complex. Re-

lax. It’s not. It’s an ear thing. Listen to the melody and it will become quickly apparent 
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where the rhyme needs to come into play. The trick, and there’s always a trick, is find the 

right words that not only rhyme, but also make sense within the context of the song’s 

concept. And, not all songs even need to rhyme. Breakfast at Tiffany’s doesn’t rhyme. 

Neither does Strawberry Fields Forever. For that matter, 10,000 Maniac’s These Are 

Days doesn’t have a chorus. Rules were meant to be broken, so it would seem.

What’s next?  

A title is always a good idea. Several lyricists start with the title and go from there. For 

others, the title becomes apparent after the song is completed or at least partially com-

pleted. Often, the sheer emotional value of the melody will help to determine a title. Give

this some time. In as much as it’s said that a book shouldn’t be judged by its cover, it of-

ten is and it’s reflected in the sales numbers. In a similar vein, the title of a song can help 

sales. Does it immediately connect with an audience? Can they relate to it? Can they put 

themselves into the title and, ultimately, the song? Bryan Admas’ Summer of ‘69 did that 

for me. That was the time of my youthful follies, the girl I was totally in love with and all

the crazy nonsense my band mates and I managed to instigate. The rest of the song sim-

ply confirmed all that for me. For me, Summer of ’69 said it all. And to think, it started 

out as the “B” side of a single. Other titles that captured me are Death Cab for Cutie’s I’ll

Follow You Into the Dark, Floyd’s Comfortably Numb and, at the time, Alice Cooper’s I’m

Eighteen. Now that you’ve had a brief tour into my warped psyche, let’s move on.

With a melody in hand and a title, it’s time to get to work. And, make no mistake, it is

work. Your lyrics need to be compelling, tell a story and work with the melody and com-
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position of the song. Whereas a poet does much the same, they don’t have the musical 

bits to contend with for the most part.

Start with a rock-solid idea of what the heck you’re trying to say. Leonard Cohen is a 

great example of this attribute. He nails it. By listening to his music, it seems to me that 

Cohen has a vividly clear idea of what he wants to say … and then says it, or rather, 

writes it. His style centers on themes. In Cohen's work it involves love, sex, religion, de-

pression, and music itself. He’s a man with a message and one who know how to tell it in 

an engaging way. 

The first time I heard, Hallelujah, it tore me up. From Wikipedia, “Cohen's lyrical po-

etry and his view that ‘many different hallelujahs exist’ is reflected in wide-ranging cov-

ers with very different intents or tones of speech, allowing the song to be ‘melancholic, 

fragile, uplifting [or] joyous’ depending on the performer: The Welsh singer-songwriter 

John Cale, the first person to record a cover version of the song in 1991, promoted a mes-

sage of ‘soberness and sincerity’ in contrast to Cohen's dispassionate tone; The cover by 

Jeff Buckley, an American singer-songwriter, is more sorrowful and was described by 

Buckley as ‘a hallelujah to the orgasm’; Crowe interpreted the song as a "very sexual" 

composition that discussed relationships; Wainwright offered a ‘purifying and almost 

liturgical’ interpretation to the song; and Guy Garvey of the British band Elbow anthro-

pomorphised the hallelujah as a ‘stately creature’ and incorporated his religious interpre-

tation of the song into his band's recordings.” To me, it’s just a great song that summed 

up what I was feeling at the time I first heard it.
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Singer and stellar songwriter, Joni Michell is another one. Allmusic said, "When the 

dust settles, Joni Mitchell may stand as the most important and influential female record-

ing artist of the late 20th century and Rolling Stone called her ‘one of the greatest song-

writers ever.’ Mitchell's lyrics have been noted for their developed poetics, addressing so-

cial and environmental ideals alongside individual feelings of romantic longing, confu-

sion, disillusion and joy.” Joni knows what she wants to say and says it with grace, style 

and elegance.

With your title decided, some questions need to be answered to develop the lyrics. 

Since songs are essentially sonic stories, it’s much like writing a book or at least a de-

tailed article. So the typical reporter rules apply–who, what, when, where and why. 

With Cohen’s Hallelujah, the who, it seems, is actually several Biblical characters–

David and Samson, along with Batsheva, who David saw bathing on the roof and, appar-

ently, Samson’s Delilah, from the “cut your hair” reference. But, there’s another person 

to whom Cohen is talking. The person who doesn’t care for music. 

The “what” seems to be the imperfection of Man. David screwed up. Samson 

screwed up. We all screw up. The “where and when” is, for the most part Biblical times, 

yet also modern times since Cohen is speaking to another person, presumably a lover. 

The “why” is “Hallelujah.” It’s the cornerstone of the song. Hallelujah means an excla-

mation of praise to God. So, it seems to me that the song is about Man’s failing and his 

praise to God for helping out here and there.

Another classic is Joni Mitchell’s The Circle Game, a great, albeit somewhat tearful 

tune. The “who” is the child. It might be a boy or girl, but I prefer a boy since I used to 
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sing my son to sleep while playing it. The “what” is the child journey through childhood 

to adulthood. The “where” isn’t really relevant. It’s where the child grew up. It might be 

Joni’s backyard for all I know. The “when” is the child youth and it’s passing on to be-

coming an adult. The “why” is the reality that we really can’t look back. We can only live

with what we have now and, hopefully, make the best of it and create wonderful memo-

ries. Dreams and hopes change along the way. As she says, maybe they’ll be “better 

dreams and plenty.”  The Circle Game tells the story of all of us, and Mitchell says it 

with pointed elegance.

Song Structure  

Typical song structure consists of a verse; chorus and sometimes a pre-chorus; the bridge 

and the mysterious “middle eight.” Other elements can be solos and a bit called the “col-

lision.”

The verse and chorus are what many of us think of when it comes to a typical song. 

The verse is the main part of the song. It’s the words and melody that tell the story. The 

verse changes throughout the song as it progresses.

The chorus is the part of a song that repeats throughout the tune. The lyric is usually the 

same. 

A bridge, often found nearer to the end of a tune, can be described as something of a 

transition. It’s an optional bit, but can add interest to a song and help to keep the listener 

engaged more than just verse, chorus, verse.  The bridge generally only appears once dur-

ing the song and can be a different chord progression, tempo or even key. After that, the 

song returns to its roots in verse and chorus.
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The middle eight is something that throws a lot of people, musicians included. The 

term is at times used interchangeably with bridge. But, it is a different animal. The mid-

dle eight normally appears in the middle of a song and is typically eight bars long. Hence 

the name. Beyond that, it’s a departure from the rest of the song. It may be in a different 

key or chord pattern. Sometimes it adds energy. Other times, it slows the song down. All 

in all, like the bridge, it keeps the listener engaged and adds interest since it’s often unex-

pected.

A good example of middle eight use is Sting’s Fields of Gold. After four verses, the 

chords change and the verse, “I never made promises lightly …” enters the picture. It en-

hances the tune by revealing broken promises to the singer’s lover. It’s an abrupt surprise 

that adds to the story. Other times it’s not lyrical. It can be an unforeseen musical change 

in tempo, key or combination of elements.

A solo is just that. It’s an instrumental solo by a single performer. The collision is 

when different parts of a tune overlap. It’s generally short and designed to create a sense 

of tension.

That musical theory lesson brings us to the ever-popular “hook.” It’s the part of a 

song that get burned into your brain cells and, like a broken mp3 player, it plays over and 

over, usually in the shower or some utterly inappropriate place, like a business meeting or

a date with a stunning woman or strappingly handsome guy. Such is the nature of a good 

hook. It hooks you completely. You’re trying to concentrate and all you can think of is 

that dang song. Over and over and over … 
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The hook is usually found in the chorus as a short riff or lyric. It’s the part of a piece 

that stands out and practically screams, if not literally, as in Springsteen’s “Baby, we were

born to run.” Other times the hook can be instrumental as in Deep Purple’s Smoke On the

Water. A simple riff, but utterly memorable.

Now comes the tough part–putting all this together, lyrically. Beyond verse, chorus, 

bridges, hooks and the likes, the lyrics need to flow, make sense and, most importantly, 

be singable. Your idea might be great, but if it’s choppy, contain difficult words or 

phrases, it’s going to be a difficult task for the singer. Words should roll off the tongue. 

Avoid too many stops. The listener might lose interest. You certainly don’t want listeners 

confusing your hard-worked lyric, or worse, the singer. Consider folks who mistook 

Madonna’s, Like A Virgin. Many thought the lyric was, “Like a virgin, touched for the 

thirty-fourth time.” Or consider the Queen fans’ faux pas from Bohemian Rhapsody, “I 

see a little silhouetto of a man, scare a moose, scare a moose, will you do my fan Van 

Gogh? Others thought it was, “Scallaboosh, scallaboosh, will you do the banned tango?” 

And who could forget the Purple Haze mess up, ‘Scuse me while I kiss this guy.”

Sometimes it’s a good idea to use words or phrases with the rhythmic sound you 

want, but you don’t have the right words yet. Paul McCartney did that with Yesterday (al-

though credited as Lennon/McCartney). The working title was Scrambled Eggs. That 

makes sense since, rhythmically, it sounds like “yesterday.” As a matter of fact, McCart-

ney is noted as saying, “I did the tune easily and then the words took about 2 weeks." 

Actually Writing Lyrics  
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Before jumping in and writing lyrics, unless you’re innately talented, listen to a lot of the 

types of songs you’d like to write. Dissect them. How and why do they work? What does 

the title suggest and how do the lyrics answer that suggestion? Remember, your listeners 

know nothing about the song, story or concept the first time they hear it. Often they don’t 

know until they’ve heard your song a few times. Sadly, others will never get it.

Write a little bit at a time and give yourself time to digest it. Usually, new and often 

better ideas will crop up. I do this with my writing and my design work. I do a bit and 

then walk away to do more important things like play Solitaire or check out what’s hap-

pening on Facebook. For design stuff, I do a few layouts and stick them up on the wall. 

Then I give it a few days before I revisit things. If you lose your momentum, don’t sweat 

it. The song’s not going anywhere. Unless you’re under a label contract or writing for 

commercial applications, there’s usually not a deadline. Chill out. It’s your song. It’s your

time. It will come. Most importantly, don’t force things. Avoid, like the plague, words 

that don’t work just because they happen to fit into the structure or rhyme nicely. Your 

song needs to make sense, after all.

Creating and Submitting Demos  

After a bit, you’ll have a song. Maybe two or three. If you’re really on a roll, you might 

have written an entire album’s worth. If you’re happy with them and others are, too, it’s 

likely time to make a demo. Here’s where things start to get tricky and potentially expen-

sive.
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For the indie songwriter, all the other stuff in this book applies. You need a social me-

dia presence; a site; a press kit; media list and contacts and all the rest. The only differ-

ence is that your spin will be a little different. One of the biggest differences is making a 

demo. Bands and solo artists can make their own with their own equipment or by renting 

some studio time. Songwriters need someone to perform their master works. If you’re 

also a player with a wee bit of confidence, you might be able to create your own demo. If 

you don’t have the playing ability to match your stellar lyric or don’t have the right equip-

ment, you’re going to need to hire a pro or at least some musical friends. The latter is pre-

ferred, if they’re good and can do justice to your song and have the right equipment. It 

will be less expensive in the not-to-long run and you can likely work out a barter deal. 

You both get demos for your promotional efforts. 

A Word About Copyright  

Once you have a demo and you’re pleased as punch with the production, before you 

do anything else, have your work copyrighted to protect yourself. I know it’s hard to be-

lieve, but there are some unsavory and unscrupulous people out there more than willing 

to steal your hard work. Copyrighting your lyrics and/or complete songs is fairly painless,

but will cost you a few bucks. On the up side, you can copyright several works under one 

submission. Here’s how it works.

[ 

• Visit www.copyright.gov. Be sure to read the “About Copyright” section so you can 

become familiar with how the process works.

• Pull out your credit or debit card. Registering a copyright will set you back roughly $35

USD.
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• Click the “Electronic Copyright Office” link with the odd “e” icon. That will take you 

to a page with information about electronic registration and the old-fashion paper and 

snail mail method. I’d opt for the electronic method. This is the 21st Century, after all.

• Read everything on that page. For that matter, read everything you can on the site to 

gain a thorough understanding of copyrights and what you’re getting yourself into.

• Next, click the “Electronic Copyright Office” link at the end of the top “eCO Online 

System” section. That will take you to a page that addresses security and privacy. Read 

that and then click the “Continue to eCO” button.

• If you’re a new user to the system, click the barely visible “If you are a new user, click 

here to register,” link. There you’ll set up your account, password and such. Be aware, 

the copyright office has strict rules for passwords. You may need to try a few before you 

find one that works.

• After you get through all that (which sounds a lot worse than it is), you’ll land on the 

main copyright registration page.

• In the left side navigation, click “Register A New Claim,” fill out the forms and fork 

over some dough.

• The form you want to register for lyrics is Form PA (performing arts), which can also 

be downloaded at www.copyright.gov/forms/formpa.pdf.

• Also note that you can use the option of registering several works under one applica-

tion. An example might be, “The Collective Lyrical Works of The Best Lyricist in the 

World, 2012.”  Still at just $35 USD, it will save you some moolah and you’ll still be 

protected.
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I know this all sounds really complicated, but it’s not. Well, except for that dang pass-

word deal. Have a few variations ready to copy and paste from a word processor and save

the username and password. Did I mention to save your username and password? Trust 

me, doing so will get you out of a jam. I keep roughly 500 passwords and usernames for 

me and my clients. Most are in my head, but they’re also in a spreadsheet. You’ll get busy

doing stuff and, at some point, you’ll forget it. It happens. So save the darn stuff.

Selling Your Lyrics … Or Not

When it comes to selling your lyrics, you don’t really sell them. Well … you can sell 

them, or rather the copyright, but, traditionally, lyricists get paid for play-time. In other 

words, you get paid when they’re recorded, played on the radio and sold as CDs. It’s typi-

cally a whopping 9.2¢ for each copy sold and that’s a 50/50 split between you and your 

publisher. Naturally, since you’re just the lyricist … the creator of the work … the royalty

check goes to your publisher. I guess they think we creative types can’t be trusted with 

money. Your publisher will, or at least is supposed to send you a check, typically each 

quarter. In the biz, they call this mechanical income. More on mechanical rights and in-

come a bit later.

Most of the royalties come from radio and T.V. play. To help ensure things stay legit 

and you do get paid, there are a few organizations that track song plays. BMI, SESAC 

and ASCAP are the majors and really the only ones worth their salt. These folks have af-

filiates all over the planet that track when your song is played. All over the world that is, 

except for Russia and China that don’t honor copyright. Gee, what a big surprise.
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A little side note: You may have noticed I have something of a sarcastic streak in me 

at this point.

These organizations, called Copyright Collective Organizations or Performing Rights 

Organizations (PRO), send you or your publisher a check each quarter with royalties for 

your song(s) air-play. How nice is that? Walk out to the mailbox one fine, sunny day and 

find a hefty check. It’s only going to be hefty, though, if your song is killer and gets a ton 

of air-play. And, as always, there’s a catch. Should you join one of these organizations? If

so, when should you join? Plus they have requirements. There are always requirements. 

Theirs are: 1. There is money to collect for your musical works and, more importantly; 2. 

That you meet their requirements to receive money after you join.

Moses Avalon makes some good points in his article, Why You Should Think Twice 

Before Joining ASCAP, BMI Or SESAC. Avalon says, “So, unless one of the PRO’s offers 

you a financial incentive to join, you should wait until you have written music that fills at

least one of the following criteria:

[ 

• It was recorded by a significant artist and the album or single is to be released in the 

next few months.

• It was placed in a movie soundtrack that is about to be broadcast on a major TV net-

work in the next few months.

• It was used as a theme for a series that is about to be broadcast on a significant TV net-

work–in the next few months.
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• It is currently getting a lot of play on a commercial radio station or podcast, or it has 

been tracked by a reliable service as being downloaded (legally) many thousands of 

times–now.

 

The full article, a two-part series, can be found at mosesavalon.com/why-you-should-

wait-to-join-ascap-bmi-sesac/. Be sure to read the comments, as well.

Now it’s time to take off your lyricist’s hat and don your sales hat. Sorry, it had to 

happen at some point and, it seems that point is now. Who can you persuade to hook up 

with to get your songs out to the world? Sometimes it might be an outright sale. Other 

times your song or songs can be licensed. For my money, licensing is often a better deal. 

You maintain the copyright and, depending upon your contract, you can re-license or sell 

the same tunes to other entities, such as:

[ 

• Music Publishers

Music publishers generate income from your songs by getting those songs recorded 

by various bands or solo artists. They’ll also tap into the television and film market. 

These are the people who hoof it, pitching your tunes.

•  Record Companies

I also have referred to these companies as “labels.” They’re in the business of directly

or indirectly producing and selling music, typically albums. If the artists in their stable 

don’t write their own material, their A&R crew will scope out songwriters, usually 

through music publishers, to find the next hit for their artists.

• Producers
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Record producers oversee the entire recording, production, mixing and mastering 

process. In addition, they often choose the songs that will eventually be on an album. 

Many are musicians or composers in their own right and have the ability to bring new 

ideas to a record. 

• Ad Agencies

Many radio and tv commercials, also known as “spots,” use jingles. Somebody has to

write those jingles. It might as well be you.

• Films, TV, Shows, Plays, etc.

Musical Directors are usually the person who make the decision to license a song for 

a show, whether it be a film, tv show or Broadway extravaganza. They typically work for 

a production studio or through a management/talent agency. Check the credits at the end 

of films and tv show. Their names will be listed, but they tend to fly by pretty quick. 

Once you have some name, google them up to find their contact information.

 

It should be noted that licensing agreements can be tricky things with loads of details 

and legalese. It’s best to hire an attorney who is familiar with licensing to help ensure you

get a good and fair deal. 
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Chapter 10: Merchandise Sales

If you’ve got some gigs, you’ve got an opportunity to increase, if not double your perfor-

mance fee or more, especially at a smaller venue. The word is “merchandise,” also 

known in the business as “merch.” 

Bands and solo acts can make a ton of dough by selling merchandise. As a matter of 

fact, merchandise sales can often do much better than CD sales. Your fans love to buy 

stuff emblazed with your stunning logo and other cool graphics. Actually, “fans,” in this 

case, might not be the best word. “Customer” comes to mind. And that they are, so treat 

them as such. Offer them as great an experience at your merch table as they have at your 

show. Customer service counts for a lot. Have your table crew be courteous and respect-

ful. Be ready to answer questions. Be nice.

There’s all sorts of merch, but wearables, such as t-shirts, hats, etc. outnumber the 

bulk of them. What could be better than having your fans … er … customers pay you to 

advertise your act? That’s the beauty of merchandise. Your fans get cool stuff to wear or 

show off. You get money and extra promotion. All is well with the Universe.

You don’t even need to be a big name act to pull off this miraculous task. All you 

need are some fans, a venue and a table. If you can have one or more of your street team 

man the table, that’s great. What’s better is if the band members or solo artist makes an 

appearance to help sell some stuff before or after the show. After is likely a better option. 

The fans are pumped and it’s much easier for them to dig deep into their pocket and pull 

out some cash or plastic (more on plastic possibilities later). After a stellar performance 

(and it should always be stellar), fans are fired up. Passing by your [highly visible] merch
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table can have them craving a t-shirt, hat or other item. You might even consider doing a 

CD or shirt signing. Or, in some stranger cases, a body part signing. Yup, it happens. So 

bring a few Sharpies®. 

When somebody first asks for your autograph, it’s a pretty weird experience, albeit a 

good one. The first time it happened to me, I was speaking at a conference and walking 

through the center with another speaker after our talks. A couple of delightful young 

ladies came up and asked for our autographs and if they could have a photo taken with us.

I was stunned. My first thought was, “You poor, poor misguided soul.” The thing is this. 

To you and your friends and family, you’re just you. To your fans, particularly dedicated, 

loyal fans, you’re something more. Yeah, it’s weird, but that’s the reality. Treat them like 

royalty. When you do, you have a pretty good chance of turning them from a loyal fan 

into an evangelist for your act. They’ll tell friends, spread the word on social media and 

get you a lot more promotion than you could ever do alone.

But there are potential pitfalls to selling merchandise. First, merch costs money. You 

might make it up at a couple of shows, but, you’ll need some upfront money to buy the 

stuff you’re going to sell. This is a basic law of economics. You know, that class you ut-

terly hated in school? Well, now it’s coming back to haunt you. And here you thought all 

you needed to do was be creative. Yeah. Right. Music is a business and you’re in business

to make money. Hopefully, a lot of it. Creative freedom and satisfaction doesn’t come too

easy when you’re worried about money, paying the rent and where your next meal is 

coming from. It’s all about supply and demand and the fact that it takes money to make 
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money. So, put a merch budget aside from the revenue generated from a few gigs and CD

sales, along with initial merch sales.

Next, your merch should not be crap. Crap does not sell. Repeat after me, “Crap does 

not sell. Crap does not sell.” Make that your mantra. Your merchandise must be on par 

with your performance, at bare minimum. Ideally, it should be even better. Beyond that, 

it’s a good idea to have levels of merch, or items at various price points. The low end 

might be a branded keychain, then hats or similar middle of the road item. Then comes 

USB drives with a song or two followed by higher priced CDs, shirts, etc. Give your cus-

tomers a pricing choice. Not everyone will have the available cash for a CD or higher-end

shirt. Selling them a lower priced items allows them to take something home, while you 

make a little bit of dough. A little bit of something is loads better than a lot of nothing.

You might be one of the lucky ones who have a band member with some design tal-

ent. The Beatles did. John Lennon attended art school. Kiss’ lead guitarist, Ace Frehley, 

designed their iconic logo, Davie Bowie was a graphic designer before he morphed into 

Ziggy Stardust. 

But, before you start designing, give careful thought to product. What can you suc-

cessfully sell? CDs, of course. They’re a staple. As mentioned, wearables are a big item. 

As a matter of fact, t-shirts, in particular, can account for as much as eighty percent of 

your merch sales. Eighty percent! Look at your fans. What are they wearing? T- shirts? 

Hats? Braclets? Here are a few ideas to help get you started.

[ 

• CDs

• USB drives (branded with your logo and a contain an original song or two)
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• T-Shirts, tanks, polo shirts, sweatshirts, hoodies

• Hats and caps

• Drinkware–Mugs, water bottles, sippy cups, shot glasses

• Bags–Tote bags, gym bags, shoulder bags

• Jewlery–logo necklaces, brackets

• Keychains

• Posters

• Bumper stickers, buttons and badges

• iPhone and iPad cases, laptop and Kindle skins and sleeves

 

The product possibilities are practically endless. If you can print your logo on it, you can 

sell it. If you can also print your site address on it, so much the better. The more products 

you offer, the more sales you’ll generate and, ultimately, the more money you’ll earn.

Don’t forget the “upsell.” The upsell is selling additional products to the same cus-

tomer, usually ones that compliment the original sale. It’s anybody’s guess how much ad-

ditional revenue McDonald’s® brings in with the simple added line, “Would you like 

fries with that?” Use the same technique. When a fan, a.k.a. customer, buys a shirt, offer 

them a hat to go with it. If they buy a keychain, how about a USB drive to hang on it?

Ensuring that up-sell systems work, you’ll need to train your people at the table. Sure,

some will forget to ask customers about additional items at first. But, over time, the up-

sell can bring quite a bit of additional revenue.

Production Needs  
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Going the traditional route will require tapping into the services of others. That usu-

ally means a graphic designer, screen and/or offset printer, CD/USB drive duplication 

service and, perhaps, some others, depending upon your product line.

The Graphic Designer

A Graphic Designer, if you don’t ready have one, is needed to create your saleable de-

signs, prepare artwork for screen or offset printing and also to guide you through the 

process, make recommendations and provide options and ideas.  Check with friends, fam-

ily and pretty much everybody you’ve ever met in your life for references and referrals. 

Always check out their portfolio, on or offline. Ideally, find somebody with a good repu-

tation who’s done this type of work before. Not all graphic designers excel or are even fa-

miliar with certain reproduction methods. Most, or at least the good ones, are often spe-

cialists in a certain type of work such as brochures; annual reports; websites; publica-

tions; logos, etc. There are also those who specialize in band and artist materials, along 

with merchandise design and production.

Although I’ve never used them, you might try and outfit called BandJob.com. From 

their site, “Band Job is dedicated to the role of visual arts in music. A place created for 

professional designers working within the music industry to showcase their work and 

shoot the shit with fellow artists.”  By the way, BandJob allows cursing on their site fo-

rum. I like that. It makes things a bit more “real.” How refreshing.

BandJob.com isn’t a contest or crowdsourcing site. Those are sites where hundreds, if

not thousands, of “designers,” several of whom might be an 11-year old kid with a boot-

leg copy of Adobe® Creative Suite®, submit designs and hope to win the gig. These 

projects are the buck and a quarter type of job with little, if any, input from the “client.” 
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Beyond that, sadly, artwork is often ripped off from authentic designers or isn’t up to pro-

duction standards. Sometimes designs are slightly modified, but it’s still a potential, if not

outright, copyright infringement. You don’t want to get sued over your logo or product 

art. Turn and run from these places.

If I understand thing correctly, you can purchase completed design found on BandJob 

from the designer or contact them for something that’s more custom-made. The latter is a 

good idea. Inasmuch as you don’t need a copyright suit headache, you don’t want have 

another act with the same artwork. That’s just plain ‘ole beyond embarrassing, especially 

if you both end up playing at the same venue.

When discussing products with your designer, ensure your final decisions align with 

your branding. That means the logo is consistent in its structure, colors match your logo 

and other branding efforts, typography is the same, etc. You get the idea. Now might be a 

good time to go back and review chapter 3 about branding and marketing.

In conventional printing, color costs money. That means your stunning four-color 

logo is going to cost more to print than a one or two color version. Your designer can cre-

ate those one, two, three or more color options for you. Ideally, have your logo in black 

and white (one color), a two-color version and a multi-color version. You might find it 

wise to spring for a multi-color shirt, but only go with one-color for a keychain or USB 

drive. Talk these options over with your designer and have them get quotes for you from 

a few printers. Ideally, get at least three quotes and ensure they’re “apples to apples,” not 

“apples to oranges.”

Also, many products have a specific design placement area and sometimes more than 

one. For example, some shirts allow for printing on the chest, back and sleeve areas. Oth-
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ers only allow for printing on the front and in a certain size. Yet more topics to discuss 

with your designer. And here you thought all they did was create nifty artwork. These 

folks can save you a lot of dough and your hindquarter. Be open with them. Discuss vari-

ous options and ideas. They’re worth their weight in salt. I’m not just writing that because

I come from a design background. Well … okay, I sort of am. But, nonetheless, it’s true. 

As is my custom, here’s another little bit of fairly useless trivia to know, tell and 

amaze your friends. “Worth their weight in salt,” originates from both the middle ages, 

when salt was rare and valuable and from the Roman Empire. A person who was "worth 

their weight" was, and still is, a person who is needed and valuable. Roman soldiers were 

allowed a certain amount of money to buy salt. These guys had to buy their own food, 

weapons and such. The cost of these goods were deducted from their wages, in advance. 

How much does that suck? Plus, the word “salary” is based in the Latin word, “sal,” 

which means salt. The complete word, for those who are interested, is “salarium.” Ro-

man soldiers received a salarium. I wonder if they were also paid overtime or received a 

bonus based on the number of disembodied body parts achieved during battles?

Printing and Reproduction

A decent graphic design will lighten your wallet a bit. Printing and reproduction costs

can clean it out, if you’re not careful. As mentioned, give thought to how many colors 

should appear on which products. Get at least three quotes for each product. By the way, 

you don’t need to create an entire product line from the get go. Start with a few and build 

from there. Sure, you’ll need CDs and t-shirts to start, but other wearables, mugs, key-

chains and such can come later.
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As with a graphic designer, start by asking around for referrals. Check with other 

bands to learn where they had their merch made and how the experience was for them. 

Also check the Big Kahuna, Google. There are loads and loads of online sources for mer-

chandise production. Often, costs will be lower than using a local shop.

If you get quotes on your own, be as clear and specific as possible. That means com-

municating the needed quantity, number of colors used in the design, product colors and 

sizes, taxes, delivery options as well as delivery fees. Be aware there are usually mini-

mum order numbers to be dealt with, setup costs, shipping costs and possibly other costs. 

Ensure you know them all. If you don’t understand something, ask and continue to ask 

questions until it’s all crystal clear. You don’t want to place an order and then get a sky-

high surprise invoice. Also, be aware that a quote is a firm price usually good for a spe-

cific period of time, such as thirty days. An estimate is more of a nebulous thing, as in, 

“Well, it’s probably gong to cost $XYZ.” In other words, a quote is cast in stone, while 

an estimate is a best guess. They’re usually pretty darn good guesses, based on historical 

data, similar projects, etc., but they can change. If they do, the supplier should notify you 

in advance. Ideally, well in advance.

Finally, you’ll need a place to store all your merch in between shows. Odds are, you 

won’t be hauling the entire lot with you for each gig, either. You or a band mate might 

have a basement that is watertight as well as relatively temperature and humidity con-

trolled.  If so, count yourself among the fortunate few. You may need to rent a space, such

as a warehousing service, to store your stuff. Don’t just cram the merchandise into the 

trunk of yours and your band members’ cars. That would be bad and a sure way to lose a 
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load of dough when Mother Nature doesn’t want to play nice and rain ruins your prod-

ucts. Think ahead. This stuff starts to take up space rather quickly.

E-commerce, Selling Online And On The Road  

There are simple solutions to all the points mentioned earlier. They’re CafePress.com and 

Paypal.com. No doubt, right about now you’re cursing my name and wishing me to Hell 

for making you wade through all the stuff you had to read that preceded this section. By 

the way, “Hell” is a (supposed) place and therefore a proper noun, so it should be capital-

ized. Remember that the next time you shoot off a testy email.

CafePress.com is a site that makes stuff. Stuff you can sell. Most of the items men-

tioned in the list I wrote above are available from them. But here’s the really slick part. 

They, unlike your local screen printer, print on-demand. That means if somebody orders 

one t-shirt, CafePress prints one t-shirt and ships one t-shirt. This is handy. No dealing 

with printers, minimums, additional costs such as shipping and storage. CafePress han-

dles all that for you and taxes.

Here’s how they work. You set up an account; pick your products; upload your de-

sign(s) that you got from your designer; position it where you want it to appear on the 

item and set a selling price. CafePress charges a wholesale price for its products. You 

mark that up to your selling price. CafePress keeps their wholesale amount. You make the

mark up. For example, a standard t-shirt from CafePress costs on the order of $15.99 

USD. You might mark that up $10 USD. You make the ten and CafePress makes the 

$15.99. But they also offer a one hundred percent guarantee and usually ship in twenty-

four hours. You set up how you prefer to be paid. It can be by check or Paypal and pay-
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ments are set to go out when the number of products sold, you set, is reached. You can set

things up to get paid when you sell $25 worth of products, $50, $100 or $250. All USD. 

Which, if you haven’t picked up on it yet, stands for U.S. Dollar.

Their products are pretty good, too. Years ago, I created a character called Emo Zioni,

applied his numerous emotional expressions to several CafePress products and set up a 

CafePress store. A friend of mine bought a hat. He’s had it for years. It’s been through the

washer more times than I can count and the design still holds up. Sure, it’s faded a bit. I 

need to remind him to go easy on the bleach. But, it’s held up nonetheless.

The moral of the story is that it might be a better bet to start off with a site such as 

CafePress in the beginning. You can also buy as many of your own products as you like 

at their wholesale price. So, let’s say you have a small show coming up. You can order 

and pay for a few dozen t-shirts and other products from CafePress, at wholesale, and 

they’ll ship them to you. You have enough, or better, the right amount of product for the 

merch table at the show and you’re good to go.

You can also integrate your CafePress store, which is, by the by, “brandable,” into 

your site for online sales. By “brandable,” I mean you can add you band or act logo, col-

ors and similar elements to make the experience as seamless as possible for visitors. Just 

add a “Store” link in the navigation that points to your CafePress shop. Easy.

As you sell more products and orders start to get heavy you’ll probably want to con-

vert your site store over to something more robust. Magento, a free, open-source applica-

tion, is available with many hosting packages as is X-Cart and a myriad of others. Paypal 

also provides a dedicated e-commerce shopping cart. These e-commerce applications pro-
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vide many more features, such as integration with Quickbooks, list building and much 

more. But, start off smaller first and grow from there.

If you just offer a few products, you can get away with a couple of simple “Buy Now”

Paypal buttons. When it’s time to move up, you’ll need a few other things. In order to ac-

cept credit and debit cards, you’ll need an Internet merchant account, which is available 

from your bank, although difficult to obtain in many cases. Your hosting company can of-

ten help you through the process and it’s usually a much easier way to go. 

An Internet merchant account is different than a bricks and mortar merchant account. 

That’s the type used at, for example, a retail store. You’ll also need a gateway account. 

The gateway account is what ties your customer’s credit or debit card to your bank ac-

count. It’s the vehicle to get the moolah from your customer’s wallet you’re your bank ac-

count. Your Web designer can help you with these accounts and provide you with further 

information. Getting into full-blown e-commerce solutions is outside the scope of this 

book. 

Should you decide to accept credit card at your merch table, and you should, Paypal 

has a great new tool called, “Here™.” It’s a credit or debit card reader that plugs into 

your iPhone or other smartphone. From their site, “Use your smartphone to securely 

process card payments with our new plug-in card reader. It's a simple way to accept 

cards, PayPal, and even checks–anywhere you do business. And unlike other readers, 

PayPal Here™ helps protect card information as it's swiped with the highest level of en-

cryption and is highly secure.”
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The ability to accept credit and debit cards at you merchandise table can greatly in-

crease your revenue. Many people carry little, if any, cash these days. Plastic is just an 

easier and often safer option. In addition, with plastic, people tend to be a little more im-

pulsive and not think as much about costs as they do with cash. 

Getting set up with Paypal is easy and pretty straight-forward. If your band or act is 

“officially” a business, a corporation, Sub-Chapter S or LLC, for example, and it has a 

bank account in the band’s name, get set up with a Paypal Business account and also get 

verified by Paypal. Verification increases Paypal’s security and also enhances the tie be-

tween your bank account and Paypal. It also gives you additional information about your 

customers. Verification also aids in building trust on the customer/fan end.

Promoting and Manning the Merch Table and Bean Counting  

Have everybody working the table wear a band shirt. That should be a no-brainer, but it’s 

often overlooked. If you’re blessed with roadies, or just some friends helping out with set 

up and tear down, have them wear your shirts, too.

Have a cashbox at the table with real cash in it. You’re going to need to make change. 

Have an e-newsletter signup sheet and ensure you can read the addresses. If possible, get 

them into a laptop or tablet as quickly as possible. Ask the fan to verify the address, as in,

“Is that joe.blow@xyz.com?” Have a poster, or other display item, with a sample of your 

e-newsletter and some compelling points why fans should sign up. A quality printout and 

decent color copies of a sample newsletter can do the trick, as well. Those points might 

be show dates, merchandise specials for subscribers, band news and the likes. A poster 

might simply be an oversized printout from an office supply store that’s mounted to 
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foamcore board with a display easel attached to the back so it will stand up. Your local of-

fice supply will carry all these items and many will handle the mounting for a small, ad-

ditional fee.

Get a table skirt with your logo on it and, if you have some extra money you don’t 

know what to do with, also a backwall and/or vertical banners that will make the table 

much more visible. FedEx/Kinkos (or whatever they’re calling themselves these days) or 

similar office supply store can help get your materials produced at a fairly reasonable 

rate. But, shop around. Even “reasonable rate” can mean expensive. 

If you can afford it, check out trade show suppliers, via an Internet search, for display 

items. Skyline Displays (www.skyline.com) is a great one and I’ve used them often for 

my clients’ tradeshow displays. Backwalls and banner can have band images; logos and 

other elements that will help engage your fans. Action images are often better than static 

band photos. Again, if you can afford it, have some professional images shot at live 

shows, specifically for use on your merch table display materials. Professional level table

display materials will give your act a polished look. That can also go a long way toward 

drawing fans to the table and digging deep into their pockets.

Fortunately, these display items are usually a one-time expense, especially if you take

good care of them. That means not eating or drinking stuff at the merch table. Have a 

card table in the back for that kind of thing. Be sure to fold table skirts and such nicely 

and store them with great care. If you do, they’ll last a long time and you’ll certainly get 

your money’s worth from them.

Another good option is to create merchandise bundle packages. That might mean a 

shirt and hat combination at a discounted rate or a CD and t-shirt or maybe a less expen-
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sive bumper sticker, keychain and USB dive with tunes package. You’re creative. Get 

some ideas going.

Here’s a word to the wise. Maybe it’s because I’m a cynical old guy who has no faith 

in humankind, or it might be the places lived. People steal stuff. Yeah, I know it’s hard to 

believe, but true nonetheless. At some point, hopefully not several, somebody is going to 

try their best to lift some merch from you. To avoid this faux pas, have your merchandise 

on display on the table or on boards behind it, but keep the real saleable stuff either under

the table or behind it. In other word, keep the bulk of your merchandise where nobody is 

going to get a five-finger discount at your expense.

Bean Counting  

To see if you’re really making money or not, you’ll need a system in place. It can be a

simple paper ledger, but a spreadsheet is better. Your spreadsheet should have each prod-

uct listed, it’s price, the venue name, number of units sold, cash or credit card sale, sizes, 

colors, etc. and, of course, total amount sold at the event. Over time, you’ll learn what 

sells best and what doesn’t. It can take some time to set the spreadsheet up, but it’s well 

worth the effort. It will give you the information you need to tighten up your product of-

ferings or ordering, in terms of the type of product, colors, sizes, etc. Having a laptop or 

tablet at the table will make this a snap. A snap, that is, as long as the people manning the 

table remember to enter the information.

After each show, or at least each month, look over your numbers. Make product ad-

justments as needed. Buy more of what sells and dump the dogs. It’s just plain econom-

ics. Give the people what they want. When you do, they’ll come back for more and tell 
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people about your show and your stuff. That will increase your fan base, which in turn 

over time, means more money in your bank account.

Promote Your Merchandise  

In between songs or sets, don’t be afraid or ashamed to promote your merchandise. 

Sure, you want to sing and play your heart out. You also want to make money. Your act, 

as I’ve mentioned, is a business. Businesses that thrive promote their products and ser-

vices. It’s called marketing. 

Be sure to mention your merch table, where it’s located and what you have on offer. 

As a matter of fact, mention it a few times during the show. Say something like, “Hey! 

Check out our t-shirts. You can find them at the table near the entrance. Shirts are just 

$25.99 and they’re killer! There’s also a bunch of other cool stuff out there and our latest 

CD, so stop by before you take off. After the show, the band will be there for a meet and 

greet.”

Promote your merchandise on your site as well. Add some banner ads that link to 

your store with some great graphics and engaging words to tell them why they should 

visit and buy something.

When the time comes to do a morning radio show interview, bring some doughnuts as

I mentioned earlier, but also bring some t-shirts or other merchandise for the radio staff 

and some to give away on the show. “Caller seven will win a band t-shirt,” kind of thing. 

Do the same for any interviews you’re invited to do. It’s important to keep these people 

and your fans happy. Happy fans buy stuff like show tickets, CDs and merchandise and 

promote your act. Happy radio people play your tunes and also help to promote your act. 

It’s all about building quality, authentic relationships.
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Finally, don’t forget to ask your fans what type of merchandise is important to them 

This is one area where an e-newsletter and social media presence really comes in handy. 

Getting feedback from fans will help ensure you take action based on facts and not 

guesses. You can create and purchase merchandise with more confidence, knowing that 

it’s actually wanted and you’ll have a much better likelihood of selling more. 
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Chapter 11: Legal Issues And Your Business Team

I’ve mentioned this several times and it bears stating again, especially for this chapter. 

Whether you like it or not, your act, whether solo or a group, is a business. Since you’ve 

gotten this far into this book, you’ve understood that it’s more than just being a great 

player and putting on a good show. It’s also about being successful from a business point-

of-view. There are plenty of other resources to help with developing your talent, musical 

abilities, theory, etc.

Establishing your act as a business means acting like a business, tapping into tried 

and true best practices for marketing, promoting and managing the money and your musi-

cal enterprise. It also means becoming “official.” You have several options for that. Some

might be better than others for your particular situation. They each offer their own bene-

fits and drawbacks. It’s also going to require the help, advice, and skills of a trusted team 

of advisors. These include your manager, agent, accountant, attorney, business insurance 

agent or broker, and your business banker. Just being a good solo act or band isn’t enough

to ensure success. It takes business savvy and the aid of a group of knowledgeable, expe-

rienced professionals who you can trust.

How to account for income, expenses, taxes, dealing with contracts and copyrights, 

disputes, risk management and your act’s business checking account, loans, and other fi-

nancial services all have a significant effect on the health and smooth operation of your 

musical business.

There are lots of small businesses, music-related or otherwise, that go it alone without

tapping into the regular advice and help of a lawyer, accountant, insurance agent, or busi-
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ness banker. While they may operate successfully, it’s a risky decision, especially when 

thing start becoming more complex and larger paychecks begin rolling in. Having a good 

team in place will help keep you safe and reach your business goals with fewer headaches

and anxiety.

Finding the right professionals is no small matter. You’ll be spending a good deal of 

time with these pros, so invest the time needed for detailed research to find the ones who 

are the best match for your specific circumstance and needs. Your search should begin 

with your equipment suppliers, other bands and musicians and various other musical as-

sociates. Ask for recommendations, who they use, if they believe they’re good and trust-

worthy and similar questions. Start by making a few calls and asking around for referrals.

Odds are, one or more names will keep cropping up. These are the professionals you want

working with you. Let’s talk a look at each profession, how they can help you and what 

you can expect.

The idea is to find professionals who are already familiar with the specifics of the 

music industry. Just because your parents or friend uses a certain attorney, for example, 

doesn’t mean they’ll good for you. Odds are, they won’t be. A general practice accountant

or lawyer may be perfect for them, but they probably don’t know how the music business 

works. It can hurt you significantly more than help you if they give you advice that’s off-

base.  Finding ones who understand the business helps to ensure that you won’t need to 

train your team of advisors about the business nuances of the music industry. Plus, you 

probably won’t even know the nuances, at least in the beginning. That’s why you need the

advisors.
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Legal Structures  

Let’s start off with your legal entity. As mentioned, there are several legal structures in-

cluding sole proprietorship; partnerships; corporations and the newer Limited Liability 

Company, or LLC. Corporations are further divided in C-Corporations and S-Corpora-

tions.

On the upside, sole proprietorships are easy to set up and a common legal structure 

for many small businesses, particularly independent professionals and solo artists. They 

also give the owner complete control over the business. On the downside, it exposes the 

owner to more risk. Sole proprietors are personally liable for all financial obligations of 

the business. Nonetheless, many bands and, of course, solo acts go this route. After their 

business begins to grow, they may change to different structure. Also, be sure to check 

with your state’s Secretary of State’s Office to see if you need to register a fictitious 

name. In some areas it may be the County Clerk’s Office. In your case, the fictitious 

name is the band name. In the case of a solo act that does business under a name that’s 

different than the artist’s, the same applies. 

Next up is the partnership. A partnership joins two or more people who agree to share 

in the profits or losses of a business as well as the decision-making. Profits are passed 

through to each partner, who report them on his or her individual tax returns. Like sole 

proprietorships, each general partner is responsible for the financial obligations of the 

business. That means if you form a band partnership, every member is responsible for the

financial obligation incurred by the band. So, if your drummer goes off and buys a new 

kit on credit under the band’s name, each member is responsible for that debt.
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Partnerships can be general or limited and many bands opt for this structure. In many 

ways, a partnership is exactly like a marriage. I don’t mean that in a metaphoric way. I 

mean it literally. Yet, it’s probably the most common legal structure for bands in which 

each member is active. A partnership doesn’t need too much in the way of legal stuff, ei-

ther. A handshake can do the trick. If there’s no formal paperwork and two or more peo-

ple are doing business together, the business is automatically classified as a partnership. 

And therein lies a large part of, what I believe, is the problem with partnerships. They can

be rather fuzzy when it comes to the details unless there is a rock-solid and clearly 

drafted formal partnership agreement. 

In a general partnership, typically one or more general partners are responsible for the

total liabilities and actions of the partnership as well as management authority. So, each 

general partner is responsible for the actions of the other general partners. This includes 

not just the business’ assets, but the partners’ personal assets, as well, should legal action 

be taken against the partnership. This is the main drawback to this type of structure.

In a limited partnership, the limited partners are only liable to the extent of their in-

vestment into the company, or band in this case. The downside is that a limited partner 

has no managerial authority. Managerial authority is generally granted to one general 

partner.

A partnership, mostly because of the name, sounds like a peachy structure for a band, 

Maybe so. Maybe no. Get your attorney involved to make recommendations and to draft 

an agreement. If a band member leaves, for example, the partnership might evaporate. 

Usually it does. A well-thought-out and clearly defined agreement can cover contingen-

cies and matters that you may think will never happen. Those kinds of things do, in fact, 
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happen and can easily screw up everything you’ve worked so hard to achieve. On the tax 

front, the partners file partnership tax returns and adjust their personal returns (1040s) to 

reflect the profit or losses of the partnership. 

A band operating under a partnership as their legal structure is different than a band 

partnership agreement (BPA) for the members of the group. A BPA addresses various is-

sues within the band including who owns the band’s name, what happens if a member 

quits or is fired, how the money is distributed and decisions are made. It can also address 

subjects such as how decisions are made regarding which gigs to play, how equipment is 

purchased, how internal disputed are handled and how set lists are decided. BPAs can 

also address many other operational and structural topics, but they aren’t a formal legal 

partnership agreement that forms the band’s legal entity. Essentially, a partnership agree-

ment addresses the band’s formal legal structure. A BPA addresses its internal manage-

ment and administration issues and practices. They can be thought of as a type of  opera-

tions manual that can lessen or eliminate conflicts down the road.

A C-corporation is a legal entity that is created to conduct business. In many ways, it’s

like creating another person. It can be taxed, separate from its founders and shareholders. 

It can be held legally responsible and liable for its actions. Naturally, it can also make a 

profit. The primary benefit to having a corporation structure is the ability to avoid per-

sonal liability. But, corporations also require much more record keeping. S-Corporations 

are a variation on the “C” variety and, similar to partnerships, allowing profit or losses to

be passed through, in the form of dividends, on individual tax returns.

A popular new hybrid is the Limited Liability Company (LLC). It can be an excellent 

for bands in many ways. An LLC combines the best parts of the corporate and partnership
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structures. It provides limited personal liability for the members, like a corporation, while

providing much of the flexibility a partnership enjoys. There can often be tax benefits 

with LLCs and it has the advantage of profits being passed through to the members. Al-

though a lawyer is required to set one up, the cost to do so is usually less than a C-Corpo-

ration. Like a corporation, though, there is typically more paperwork and documentation 

involved once the structure has been set up.

Managers and Agents  

Defining the difference between a manager and an agent can be a can of worms because 

of the potential for functional crossover between the positions. In other words, they can, 

at times, do the same things.

A manager is, arguably, the most important advisor on your team. It’s their job to di-

rect and guide the overall development of the act. From deciding what you’ll wear and 

play on stage to choosing a producer for a recording, hiring a photographer for a shoot, 

giving advice about your best bets for attorneys, accountants and other advisors and 

pretty much everything in between, your manager is something like the act’s parent. They

provide advice, guidance, suggestions and direction to help your act grow, expand and 

evolve into the money-making machine it’s meant to be. Managers want nothing more 

than to see your act or band develop into a massive money-making machine because 

they’re typically paid on commission, usually between ten to twenty percent of overall 

earnings. That means everything–CDs, live shows, merchandise, etc. The whole ball of 

wax.
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Given the extensive weight of their input and their effect on an act’s success or fail-

ure, you don’t want to muff up your choice of manager. This is a person you need to trust 

with your life, because you do, in so many ways. We’ve all read the horror stories of bad 

management, acts being robbed blind, etc. Seek out an experienced professional with a 

great reputation for getting things done, making excellent decisions and being utterly 

honest. Utterly honest, by the way, isn’t just about business deals. They should be a per-

son who will tell you when a tune is good, but perhaps more importantly, when a tune 

sucks, a band member is off and similar things you need to hear but may not particularly 

want or like to hear.

Never, under any circumstance agree to hire a manager based on a handshake deal. 

While that might be very gentlemanly, if you do, you might as well bend over in the 

process. Always have a written contract that’s been drafted by your attorney and prefer-

ably signed in blood. The contract, or agreement should address, the length of the agree-

ment (how long the manager will be with you); the manager's responsibilities; what those

responsibilities are, specifically; the amount of compensation (commission); whether or 

not the manager will be paid for his or her expenses; what authorization the manager has 

to make communications on behalf of the band without prior approval; specific mile-

stones, both short and long term (what you can expect to be done and by when) and when

and under what circumstances contract termination is acceptable.

Agents  

Agents are the folks who get your act booked. They’re the gig-getters and usually the 

kind of gigs you wouldn’t have a snowball’s chance in Hell of booking on your own. So, 
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in many ways, they’re also worth their weight in salt, like a great manager. Also like find-

ing the right manager, shop around to find an agent who is a good fit for your band or 

solo act. Are they with a huge booking agency? If so, you may not get the attention you 

need. Conversely, if they’re too small and/or unknown, they probably won’t be in a posi-

tion to book you into some excellent venues.

Agents are paid by the show. In other words, they book you into this or that venue 

and they make a commission, usually ten percent off the top of those shows. They don’t 

make money off your merchandise, record sales, songwriting royalites or other revenue 

sources. Just the gigs they book. Also, there will be a contract involved. Have your attor-

ney look it over with care. Never agree to any commissions or fees beyond bookings. 

Also, try your best to keep contract terms down to one year, if possible. Unless you hap-

pen to be a gifted clairvoyant, you can’t see into the future and learn what this person will

do for you. You can usually renew and renegotiate near the end of the contract’s term.

Finally, when it comes to agents and touring outside of the country, try to get an agent

in those or that local market. They’ll be much more familiar with the lay of the land. En-

sure this is in your contract with your local agent. Also, ensure that if you aren’t booked 

within a specified period of time, the deal’s off. That’s normally ninety days, give or take.

Accountant  

Number crunchers come in a few flavors. These include bookkeepers, accountants, and 

certified public accountants (CPAs). The one that’s right for you, like so many things in 

business, depends. The critical factor is that you get the right help in setting up and im-

plementing the financial systems for your band. 
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Bookkeepers do just that—they keep the books, otherwise known as your financial 

records. They record income and expenses for your act, also known as “money in and 

money out.” They may also handle sales tax record-keeping and other types of financial 

notation. They may or may not have an accounting degree. As such, their services are 

usually limited to the tedious task of data entry. For example, small businesses with em-

ployees often employ a full or part-time bookkeeper who manages the day-to-day finan-

cial entries, along with running various reports and payroll duties. But, many bookkeep-

ers are freelancers, and you can tap into their services on an as-needed basis. A good free-

lancer with an excellent reputation might be just the ticket for your band (pun intended). 

Depending on how many numbers your band or solo act need to enter, that can mean 

weekly or monthly bookkeeping. Also, some bookkeepers are certified by accounting 

software such as QuickBooks and MYOB. If you’re set up with either of those, it can be a

good idea to find a certified bookkeeper.

Accountants have been educated in accounting practices and will often have a bache-

lor’s degree in either accounting or business. They may even have a master’s degree. 

They fall between the skill sets of bookkeepers and CPAs. It’s important to note that not 

all accountants possess bookkeeping skills or are skilled in various accounting software. 

It may be hard to believe, but there are still diehards out there who do their work with a 

pencil and paper. As such, be sure to ask if they are familiar with the software you use 

and their comfort level with it.

The certified public accountant (CPA) is what most small business owners think of 

when it comes to accountants and are likely the best bet for a successful band or even one

starting on its way up. CPAs have completed college business and accounting coursework
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and possess a degree. In addition, they have completed well over one hundred hours of 

business courses specifically for CPAs. Beyond this, they will have worked for at least 

one year under the supervision of a CPA before being eligible to take the CPA exam and 

obtain their license. Needless to say, a professional who has gone through this process has

some valuable knowledge. With that knowledge comes a price tag, and you can expect to 

pay more for the services of a CPA than for a regular accountant and certainly more than 

for a bookkeeper.

Your accountant can provide a variety of services to help keep your musical enterprise 

safe, profitable, and growing. Some of these include:

[ 

• Designing and setting up your accounting system

• Preparing, clarifying, and reviewing financial statements and reports

• Performing various financial calculations and projections

• Aiding you in drafting the financial section of your business plan

• Providing advice for major purchases such as equipment, sound boards and the gener-

ally expensive stuff

• Providing tax planning and strategies

• Preparing tax returns

• Aiding you in obtaining loans

• Providing detailed financial advice for your business

 

One question that will arise in your search for the right accountant is whether to hire a

large firm, small firm, or independent. Large national or regional firms will offer the most
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services and have the most experience in specialized financial areas, such as the music in-

dustry. They can also provide a credibility shot in the arm for a band or independent per-

former. When a banker, lender, or even managers, agents and producers learn that you’re 

aligned with well-known firm, they may take you a bit more seriously than the group who

uses a member’s self-employed uncle as their accountant. 

The downside of using a Hugeo, Mondo and Bigg, CPA is that you may not get the 

personal attention you need, or you may have your account assigned to a first-year ac-

countant who may not do the best job for you. Conversely, working with a smaller firm or

independent will bring more attention to your needs from a senior-level partner or owner, 

while usually being less costly.

Another factor is how you plan to work with your accountant. Do you envision a very

tight relationship, where you meet at least once each month, or will you only see them at 

tax time? Are you seeking general advice for tax planning and financial matters, or do 

you need detailed advice and help on a regular basis? There are no right or wrong an-

swers, but having a clear idea of how you will use an accountant’s services will greatly 

help you in choosing the right one. Beyond this, it’s important to find one that’s a good 

match for your personality and, like the rest of your team, understand the industry and 

has some experience with it. They may not become your best friend, but you should at 

least like them.

Attorney  

Like your accountant, your attorney is destined to become one of you best business 

friends and can be integral to the success and safety of your musical business. But many 
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small business owners, as well as musicians, have a problem when it comes to attorneys: 

they don’t hire a lawyer until they need one to fix whatever problem has reared its ugly 

head. Finding a lawyer who’s a good fit for your business and building a relationship with

them before you need them to fix problems is wise.

Like your other business advisors, begin by asking trusted friends, other bands, equip-

ment suppliers and similar associates for referrals and recommendations. Finding one 

with entertainment industry experience and, ideally, knowledge of music-related legal is-

sues will help to ensure their advice is on target.

Although it can be tempting and seem easier to use your personal lawyer, it’s most 

likely not the best idea. They might be a friend, but they may also lack the specific skills 

and knowledge required by a music and entertainment-oriented business. It’s important to

evaluate whether your problem, whatever it might be, needs a specialist or can be handled

by a lawyer with a general practice. For example, suppose you haven’t been paid for a gig

that you successfully played. Any lawyer with a general practice should be able to handle 

this for you. But, what if you’ve been offered a record label deal for a CD recording or 

three? Here you’d be wise to find a lawyer with a special understanding of entertainment 

law and its subtleties.  In essence, your legal provider should be a tight fit for your poten-

tial legal challenges and needs within the field music and entertainment. They should also

be able to refer you to other attorneys for specific needs and challenges, such as trade-

mark registration for your band logo, name registration for the act’s name and such. 

Which, by the way, you should have for both your logo design and your band’s name. 

207



The logo can get by with a ™ and the band name gets a ® after it’s registered with the 

gov’s Patent and Trademark Office.

As mentioned, obtain referrals from business and music associates, family, and 

friends. If you’ve already started working with some other business advisors, be sure to 

ask them. Your business advisors should be well connected within your community and 

able to provide a few names. 

With your list in hand, visit potential attorneys’ websites to learn more about them. 

Also check business social media sites such as LinkedIn and review their profiles. Check 

with your area’s Bar Association and also the Martindale-Hubbell Law Directory, which 

can be accessed online at Lawyers.com. The directory provides brief bios and informa-

tion about experience and specialties. Many listed attorneys are rated by confidential 

opinions gathered from other lawyers and judges. Also check into any disciplinary action 

taken against the candidates. Most lawyers are licensed in a single state, but some are li-

censed in more than one. Begin by checking with the American Bar Association online at 

abanet.org. The site lists each state’s disciplinary agency.

From your research, create a short list of good prospects and make an appointment to 

meet. This isn’t the time for idle chitchat. You’re on a mission to find the best lawyer for 

your business. Here are some key questions to ask:

[ 

• How many clients do you have in my industry?

• What is your experience in legal matters for musicians?

• What are some of the challenges I can expect while operating my band or solo act?
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• Are there others in the firm who would work on my account or will it only be you?

• How will I be billed and what are some typical charges?

• How do you handle client communications? Meetings? Email? Phone?

• How accessible can I expect you to be?

• Are you currently handling any of my competitors?

 

Your final decision will be based on your research, the personal interview, and also 

your gut feeling. Gut feelings may not sound very scientific, but they’re often correct. If 

an attorney does not sit well with you, even if they gave you all the right answers, there’s 

usually a reason. Your attorney will be privy to very personal information about you and 

your band. As such, trust is imperative. A certain lawyer may come with stellar testimoni-

als, a spotless background check, and graceful words, but none of that means anything for

you if you don’t feel you can trust them totally.

What your attorney can do for you? Here are some highlights:

• Help you develop your business plan

• Draft and review contracts, letters of agreement, and other legal documents

• Help to settle client, venue or supplier disputes

• Collect past due fees

• Negotiate contracts

• Help get you out of a bad deal

• Draft and review licensing agreements
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• Educate and help you with copyright issues, including infringements, filing forms, and 

negotiating usage rights

• Be your litigation advisor and advocate

• Offer advice on your legal problems by telling you what to do or not to do

• Help to settle disputes for you out of court, saving you time, headaches and expense

• Represent you in the civil courts

Insurance Agent or Broker  

Unless you’re independently wealthy, and even if you are, you’re going to need some 

form of insurance to thwart the business risks. Equipment gets stolen, vehicles get into 

accidents, along with music industry specific risks such as special event liability insur-

ance, borrowed equipment insurance, life and health, etc.. You need to protect your as-

sets.

There are a myriad of insurance products available today that are sold by either an 

agent or a broker. An agent represents a specific insurance company and sells only its 

products. A broker, on the other hand, represents several companies. Plus, they often offer

advice and recommendations from a more objective point of view in exchange for a com-

mission on the sale. In addition, they can act as your advisor, advocate, and intermediary 

when a claim needs to be handled. The majority of insurance brokers are also small busi-

ness owners, so they may be more sensitive to the needs and circumstances of a band or 

solo performer since you’re both small businesses.
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Both agents and brokers can guide you through the insurance maze. They can also 

help you develop a risk management strategy with a mix of products and special cover-

ages. Some questions to ask when choosing an agent or broker are:

Do they have the right experience for your needs? You may be tempted to use your 

personal insurance agent for your band, but they may not have the proper background and

experience to offer the best coverage. Beyond liability, can they offer you a comprehen-

sive package that will also protect your business assets? Can you trust them to provide 

you with sound advice? 

Your relationship with your agent or broker should be more than simply buying a pol-

icy. If they seem more interested in their commission, you might try someone else. Your 

insurance person should be part of your team, not simply someone you see only when 

there’s a problem.

Business Banker  

One of the first things you’ll do when launching your “official” band business is open a 

business checking account. Here’s what usually happens. Let’s say the band is a sole pro-

prietorship. A band leader does a little research, checks some ads and websites, and set-

tles on a bank that looks just right. They stroll in and sits down with a banker. After ex-

changing a few pleasantries, the banker has them fill out some forms, choose their check 

design and processes the musician’s first deposit. They shake hands and the business 

owner leaves. That’s often the end of the relationship. Many small business owners, as 

well as musicians, are on a first name basis with their bank’s tellers, but don’t have a clue 

about the bankers.
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Finding the right bank involves many factors, and one of the first questions on your 

mind will be, “Should I use a large, national or regional bank or a small, local one?” If 

easy access to ATMs and branch locations are important to you, a large bank may be the 

right choice. They typically have numerous branch offices in a city or town and are mem-

bers of common ATM networks. That can mean you’ll save money on ATM fees. This can

be important if you tour often. But, individual service may suffer and they may not focus 

on small and micro businesses, such as a solo artist or band.

Smaller banks are often better at customer service and small businesses may be a 

large part of their customer base. But they probably don’t offer as many locations, and 

you may find yourself paying ATM fees on a regular basis. Smaller banks might not offer

the breadth of services that their larger cousins can. Virtually all banks offer online ser-

vices. If you find one that doesn’t, you might want to look elsewhere. When it comes to 

lending, large banks often have many layers in the review process. That means getting a 

yes or no will take more time. Smaller banks tend to be more nimble in their review 

process.

Beyond your checking account, there are several things a business banker can do to 

help your business, so building a quality relationship with them can be important. But it 

can also be tricky. Unlike your attorney, who makes money by keeping you safe, or your 

accountant, who makes money by saving you some, bankers are largely profit-driven 

through lending and selling products and services. As such, they want you to be success-

ful, so you’ll use more of their services and obtain loans and other forms of credit.

A good banker has seen many businesses come and go. They’ve learned what works 

and what doesn’t work. That experience can be a great value to you. If you’re lucky and 
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they work with a few musicians, they may also be in a good position to discuss industry 

and small business trends that may effect your operations. Your banker can also be an ex-

cellent referral and networking resource. A close relationship with your banker can mean 

they’ll go to bat for you to help you get better rates or alert you before potential problems 

become big headaches. 

Your banker can help you obtain a line of credit or loan. A common saying, though, is

that banks are happy to lend money to people who don’t need it. To a large degree, that’s 

true. They want to see an impeccable credit history and sound ability to repay the loan. 

So, it can be a good idea to arrange a personal line of credit or small loan before you need

one. As in while you have a full-time job and haven’t gone full-time musician yet. Repay 

it swiftly and establish your business with the bank. Having credit established with your 

bank can save you from scrambling when the unexpected happens and you need to tap 

into a line of credit or loan quickly.

Nonetheless, when it comes to loans and creative enterprises, bankers tend to act like 

… well, bankers. When you waltz in seeking a loan for band equipment, wait a bit after 

your banker laughs his toupee off and gets up off the floor. He may listen to you if you’ve

been a good customer and have established excellent credit with his employer. But, in re-

ality, he’s still probably going to laugh his pudgy head off. Bankers tend to scoff at cre-

ative enterprises seeking loans and lines of credit. If you give it a try, though, be well-pre-

pared with hard documentation of payment histories, financials from your accountant and

anything else that might help your case.

Alternate Sources of Captial  
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There are other ways to get some dough for equipment, touring expenses, recording and 

marketing. It’s a relatively new phenomenon called fan-funding, a first cousin to crowd-

funding. Fan-funding is music that is funded directly by the fans of an artist. In simpler 

terms, your fans give you the money you need to entertain them.

Most fan-funding takes place online. Some of the sites are ArtistShare.com; Aucadia.-

com; PledgeMusic.com and the most popular and well known of them all, Kickstarter.-

com. Kickstarter.com isn’t any small potato. They’ve help raise millions for various cre-

ative projects, including music and recording. Their most recent p.r. coup was capturing 

funding for the Pebble. Pebble is a watch that connects with a person’s smartphone, such 

as an iPhone or Android. The product does a lot of stuff, such as email notifications, mes-

saging, calendars, etc. and uses apps to do it. Through Kickstarter.com, Pebble raised 

over ten million dollars from just under 70,000 backers in less than thirty-seven days. Not

too shabby. Not too shabby at all.

Use Your Team

In closing, your team of business advisors can and likely will become one of your biggest

business assets. They’re as important as having reliable amps and state-of-the-art record-

ing software. Choose them with the utmost care. You’ll be spending a lot of time with 

them and sharing the most intimate details about your band and yourself with them. Your 

team can provide objective insights from outside your musical enterprise. These are often

insights you’d never have yourself. A musician and small business owner is often too 

close to his or her music and can’t always see the forest for the trees.
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Although many small businesses meet with their individual advisors on a regular ba-

sis, they don’t usually bring all of them together at the same time. You might consider 

holding a meeting, at least annually, attended by all your advisors. Getting everybody to-

gether can be a springboard for new ideas and help grow your band, act and show faster 

and with more stability.

When A&R Comes Calling  

Most of the time it will be your marketing and promotional efforts that attracts an A&R 

scout. But, at times, they may hear about your act through various associates or be at an 

event to listen to a certain band and also hear yours and like what they hear. However it 

happens, when A&R comes calling it’s critical to be prepared if you hope to get signed.

In many ways, a record label is like a lender. If you get signed, as mentioned earlier in

this book, the label machine kicks into gear. They develop your act, arrange and finance 

recordings, promote artists, manage and direct publicity, manage legal issues, distribution

and all the other tasks involved in getting music into the end customers’ hands. All this 

cost money and lots of it. So, in many ways, the label is taking a big risk when they sign 

your act. Can you and your music generate enough revenue so the label, at bare mini-

mum, breaks even? Breaking even, though, isn’t going to get you too far. The label is 

gambling that you’re the one who will connect with the fans, draw them in and make a 

ton of cash, much of which will go to the label to cover costs and ensure their profit mar-

gin.

Before they take the big gamble, like a lender, they’re going to want to know a lot 

about you and your act, your fan base, additional resources or service you can bring to the
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table, such as songwriting, arranging or even graphic design and other creative services. 

The more valuable you can make yourself and the more dough you can save the label, the

better your chances of striking a deal and signing a contract.

Here are a few tips and “must-haves” to ensure you’re ready when the A&R folks and

the label find you.

[ 

• You’re very motivated to succeed, professional, appear to be easy to work with and are 

likeable to the label and music industry folks and active and potential fans. 

• You can demonstrate that you and your band mates have a “we’ll do anything,” atti-

tude. This may sound like hopping into bed with the Devil. We are talking about the mu-

sic industry, now aren’t we? Labels want to know the people they sign are committed to 

the process and aren’t going to be prima donna pains in the hindquarter. 

• Also, there aren’t any substance abuse issues. This is important. An act with substance 

abuse issues typically cost the label more money in the not-too-long run. They may find 

you’re not worth the risk.

• You have a loyal fan base of several hundred. Ideally these are the “evangelist” type 

who buy whatever you sell, attend your live shows and generally think your act is the 

next best thing to sliced bread. If you have an email list that is even broader, so much the 

better. The label will recognize that these types of fans can be replicated and grown into a

much larger group by giving your act more exposure.

• You play a good number of live shows on a regular basis to new audiences.
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• Your act has multiple streams of revenue. This means, CDs sales, but also live shows, 

merchandise and other revenue sources, such as songwriting. The labels will know they 

can capitalize on this quickly.

• You’ve demonstrated that you understand the importance of marketing and promotion 

and know how it works. You can show your Facebook Page, Website, e-newsletter, MyS-

pace, Twitter, press kit and other public relations materials, etc. 

• You can demonstrate a fairly clear understanding of the industry. Perhaps you’ve 

recorded and have gained insight into the production process, you know what a 360 deal 

is all about, This is part of being professional, but also, the less the label needs to train 

you and your band members, the better. Ultimately, the label will save money.

 

When the time comes to start talking contract, don’t start bouncing off the walls, 

agreeing to whatever the label presents. That’s just bad business. Always run every con-

tract, whether it’s for a record label deal or for a vehicle lease, by your legal eagles. It’s 

their job to protect you and ensure you get a fair deal at the end of the day.
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Chapter 12: Protecting Your Work

As a creative enterprise, you have certain assets called intellectual property. These typi-

cally include your logo, the name of your bad or solo act, custom graphics used in your 

branding efforts and, of course, your songs. All of these intellectual property assets need 

to be protected. That’s usually done through, copyrights, along with trademark and name 

or “word mark,” registration. As an example, your act name and logo are typically pro-

tected by registering with the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office, while music and lyrics 

are protected by registering with the Copyright Office.

I discussed band and act names in chapter 2, but a refresher is probably a good idea. 

Before settling on a name, do some research to ensure it’s not already being used. Google

is a good place to start, but you’ll also want to check with other organizations and data-

bases such as:

[ 

• Band Register (www.bandname.com)

• Licensing organizations including BMI (www.bmi.com) and ASCAP (www.ascap.com)

• U.S. Patent and Trademark Office (www.uspto.gov) using TESS (Trademark Electronic

Search System)

 

Band names can, and should be, registered with the U.S. Patent and Trademark Of-

fice. The logo design and band name can be trademarked and use ™ within the logo de-

sign or word marked. For example, “Madonna” is a registered word mark, as is “Paul 

McCartney.” The idea behind these marks is ready identification for the public.
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Rights in a band name aren’t usually created by trade, word or servicemark registra-

tion. They’re established by use. That means performing and promoting under the name, 

selling merchandise that carry the name, etc. So, it’s important to keep good records as 

mentioned in chapter 10.

Trademark registration is another area where it’s a good idea to consult with your at-

torney. It’s not required, but a wise move, nonetheless. The registration process, infringe-

ment issues and the likes tend to get quite complex and thus, out of the scope of this 

book. I’m not an attorney, so all I can do is touch on the topics. Your attorney can direct 

you along the correct path and aid in the registration filing process. Also, in addition to 

any attorney fees, if you choose to use one, the trademark registration fee is roughly $325

USD at the time of this writing.

Understanding Copyright  

Copyright is a collection of exclusive rights granted to the creator of an original work that

includes the right to copy, distribute, and adapt the work. These works, however, must be 

fixed in a tangible medium. For example, a choreographic work might be copyrightable if

it’s recorded, but not if it only exists in the mind of choreographer. For a musician, that 

can mean their idea for a song can’t be copyrighted, but may be when it’s written down in

physical form and also when recorded. Ideas are not copyrightable, but the tangible and 

fixed expression of an idea is.

Think of copyrights as a pie that you can slice up several different ways. Copyright 

can be licensed in either an exclusive or nonexclusive transfer. Exclusive transfers in-

clude the following rights:
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• The right to copy or reproduce the work in any format, whether digital or analog

• The right to make derivative works (all kinds of adaptations of the work, includ-

ing translations, revisions, film versions of books, etc.)

• The right to control distribution of new copies of the work

• The right to perform the work publicly

• The right to display the work publicly

When licensing nonexclusive rights, the following distinctions can be made:

• Duration of use

• Geographical area in which use is permitted

• The medium in which use is permitted

• The language in which the use is permitted

• Electronic rights may be specifically granted or withheld

There are a few exceptions, known as public interest performances, which can apply 

under specific circumstances. These include:

[ 

• Live educational performances

• Transmissions to classrooms

• Religious performances

• Face-to-face performances of musical works for free or for some charitable purpose

• Record stores may play records to promote sales

• Home listening
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• Small businesses and restaurants conforming to limitations on the number of loud-

speakers and TV screen sizes

 

Copyright infringement is mostly a civil issue. In other words, if someone infringes 

on or violates your copyright, you can sue them. However, there are instances where 

copyright infringement can be deemed a criminal infringement.

Beginning with the Berne Convention in 1886, efforts have been made to harmonize 

copyright laws on the international level. However, copyrights remain largely a territorial 

protection. Each country’s laws apply within its borders, but many seek to allow some 

flexibility to address minimum international standards.

Copyrights are potentially very valuable assets. Here’s a well-known case in point. In 

1985, Michael Jackson bought ATV Music Publishing. ATV owned the rights to roughly 

200 songs written by the Beatles’ John Lennon and Paul McCartney. Jackson paid $47.5 

million for ATV and the Beatles song rights. In her article, Michael Jackson and the Bea-

tles Copyrights, Renee C. Quinn writes, “Few people know that Michael Jackson outbid 

even Paul McCartney himself as well as John Lennon’s widow, Yoko Ono, to own the 

coveted copyrights to the Beatles’ music. By owning the copyrights to these timeless 

songs, Michael earned royalties every time Beatles songs were either played on the radio 

or performed or sold in stores.  While so many are star-struck by musicians and perform-

ers, the reality is that the money is in owning the copyrights.  Most musicians will never 

get to the point where they can own their own copyrights free and clear.  Record compa-

nies lock musicians and performers up in tight, multi-album deals where the ownership of

the publishing rights resides with the record label.  Only when a musician, band or per-
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former has made it big, fulfilled their multi-album deal and still remains relevant is there 

much of an opportunity to actually own the lion share of the most lucrative asset in the 

entertainment business–the publishing rights to the music.” This is one area where a suc-

cessful indie act or band can really clean up by owning all rights to their music.

In the chapter 9 section, A Word About Copyright, I discuss the Copyright Office, 

(www.copyright.gov) and how to go about registering musical copyrights. For only  $35 

USD, registering your work is just plain smart. Plus, as mentioned, you can register sev-

eral works as a group for the same small fee.

Copyright and Work-for-Hire  

Even before a work is formally copyrighted with the Copyright Office, the creator of it 

owns the copyright. Copyright is vested with the creator upon completion of the work. 

However, it’s a good idea to formally copyright your work. In the event of an infringe-

ment suit, judgment awards tend to be more favorable for the owner of the copyright who

has formally registered it.

The following is from Copyright Basics, published by the U.S. Copyright Office. 

“Copyright protection subsists from the time the work is created in fixed form. The copy-

right in the work of authorship immediately becomes the property of the author who cre-

ated the work. Only the author or those deriving their rights through the author can right-

fully claim copyright.” Also, if you collborate, the authors of joint works are co-owners 

of the copyright, unless there is an agreement to the contrary. Ideally, that agreement 

should be in writing.
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Although it’s more of an issue for the visual artist or writer, work-for-hire is another 

potential issue performing artists, particularly when working in film, video games or au-

diovisual applications. The United States Copyright Act of 1976 defines work-for-hire as:

“A ‘work made for hire’ is—(1) a work prepared by an employee within the scope of 

his or her employment; or (2) a work specially ordered or commissioned for use as a con-

tribution to a collective work, as a part of a motion picture or other audiovisual work, as a

translation, as a supplementary work, as a compilation, as an instructional text, as a test, 

as answer material for a test, or as an atlas, if the parties expressly agree in a written in-

strument signed by them that the work shall be considered a work made for hire.”

(17 U.S.C. § 101)

In essence, if you have songwriting or performing clients and sign a work-for-hire 

agreement, you would be acting as an employee of your client, and rights to the work you

create would be vested with them and not you.

Several factors are involved in determining whether an independent is, in fact, an in-

dependent contractor or an employee. To be considered a work-for-hire, all of the follow-

ing conditions must be met:

• The work must come within one of the nine limited categories of works, namely 

(1) a contribution to a collective work, (2) a part of a motion picture or other au-

diovisual work, (3) a translation, (4) a supplementary work, (5) a compilation, (6) 

an instructional text, (7) a test, (8) answer material for a test, (9) an atlas

• The work must be specially ordered or commissioned

• There must be a written agreement between the parties specifying that the work is 

a work made for hire
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Signing a work-for-hire agreement is never a good idea for an artist, musical or other-

wise. If your client presents you with a contract for their musical needs, read it carefully 

to ensure you aren’t giving away your rights without adequate compensation. Beyond 

compensation, if you sign a work-for-hire agreement, you’ll also lose the right to use the 

work in your promotional demo recordings and marketing materials and the rights to use 

it in or for anything else, such as licensing. Your client will own your work, lock, stock, 

and barrel.

If a client tries to get you sign a work-for-hire agreement, it can be at best unethical 

and at worst illegal. The copyright law doesn’t discriminate between ethical and unethical

practices. Some unscrupulous companies will knowingly seek to abuse your rights by 

denying work to those who do not accept work-for-hire. Others will designate work as 

work-for-hire after the fact by requiring the artist to sign a purchase order or check with 

work-for-hire terms in the endorsement area. Another shady practice is work-for-hire 

contracts, understood by the artist to apply only to the current project, but which may ac-

tually have language that covers all future work. Be aware that “work-for-hire” may not 

be specifically written in the contract, but it could be buried in confusing legalese. When 

reviewing a contract, look for the following:

• “All rights in all media now in existence or invented in the future in perpetuity 

throughout the universe”

• Contractual work-for-hire language found in random documents, such as on the 

backside of paychecks

• Clauses buying all electronic rights

• Multi-year non-compete clauses 
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• The words “silent partner”

• Clients who claim there was an “implicit” or implied work-for-hire agreement 

prior to the start of work when none existed

• If the work is deemed not to be work-for-hire, watch out for language in the con-

tract that provides for an “all rights” transfer

Understanding Licensing the Rights Pie  

Tied to copyright is the potentially lucrative area of music licensing. To “grant license” 

simply means to give permission or an authorization. The licensor (you or your represen-

tative such as a label, music publishing company, manager, etc.) allow the licensee to use 

your work under specific circumstances, such as specific outlet (film, tv commercial, etc.)

for a specified period of time, also called “term,” geographic location and many other 

specifics for an agreed sum of money or royalty percentage.

That’s pretty much where the simplicity ends when it comes to music licensing. Li-

censing can become rather confusing, so be sure to consult your attorney for advice.

There are all sorts of opportunities to license your music and with them come a myr-

iad of usage rights, terms and definitions. Here are definitions of some of the typical 

rights used in the music industry.

[ 

• Synchronization Rights

These types of rights are used when licensing your music for use on a t.v. show, 

movie, commercial ad, radio and similar mediums. They’re called synchronization rights 

because your music is synchronized as it’s performed, or re-recorded, on the audio 
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recording with the film, commercial, etc. A synchronization royalty is paid to the song-

writer and publishers for use as background music.

• Master Use Rights

When a potential licensee wants to use a pre-recorded version of your song for their 

visual project, as mentioned, in synchronization rights, they must obtain master use 

rights, in addition to synchronization rights. Master use rights are usually obtained from 

the record label. But if you’re an indie artist, you or your representative may grant them. 

It’s important to note that a master license only covers one tune at a time. So, if someone 

wants to use every song on one of your albums, they must purchase a master license for 

each song.

• Performing Rights

A performance rights license allow a song to be performed either live or via broad-

cast, such as radio. Usually, these rights come as a “blanket license,” meaning the li-

censee is granted the right to play a particular Performing Rights Organization’s (PRO) 

entire collection for a set fee. PROs are companies such as BMI and ASCAP. Plays are 

tracked and royalties are paid to the writer and publisher.

• Mechanical Rights

A mechanical license is an often-required permission, or license, that allows the li-

censee to work with, study, improve upon, reinterpret, re-record, etc. a song that is pro-

tected by copyright. In other words, it’s not in the public domain.

The holder of the license is allowed to create copies of a recorded tune that they nei-

ther wrote nor have rights of ownership. Simply put, the copyright holder grants the right 

to the licensee to reproduce the original recording. Mechanical rights are typically in-
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volved when a band records a cover version of a song. It’s also required for artists who 

don’t write their own song, but record other songwriters’ material. For example, several 

of the Monkees’ (remember them?) songs were written by the songwriting team of Boyce

and Hart. 

• Grand Rights

When a Broadway producer needs some music to go with their show, grand rights 

typically come into play. In the US, PROs do not handle this type of license. It must be 

negotiated between the copyright owners, publisher and the production producer.

• Direct License

A direct license is a form of rights obtained directly from the copyright owner and/or 

publisher where the performing rights are paid directly to the copyright owner by the li-

censee. PROs don’t enter the picture.

• Downloading Royalties

In music publishing, the fastest growing source of revenue is downloading royalties. 

When a song or performance is digitally transferred from a source on the Internet or 

through a mobile device, a royalty is payable. Because most downloading source pro-

grams are administered in Western countries, illegal use of copyrights is strictly moni-

tored.

  

Licensing offers you a variety of benefits, not the least of which is the fact that li-

censes can be non-exclusive. This means you can license the same song or songs over 

and over again, to difference companies or groups for different purposes. For example, 

let’s say you write a nifty ditty with a great hook. It’s catchy and an ad agency creative di-
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rector had the chance to hear it. He decides it would be the perfect background sound-

scape for a series of radio and t.v spots he’s working on. So, you or your representative 

negotiate a series of licenses that will cover the song’s use on the spots (synchronization 

and rights) the right to use your recording of the song (master rights) and maybe the cre-

ative director has a need for an instance where your song will require re-recording for 

some usage application (mechanical rights). After a while, your mailbox starts to fill up 

with royalty checks for the variety of usage applications of that single song. Nice!

Then a film producer hears the song on the t.v. spots and wants to include it in his or 

her next movie soundtrack. Yet another opportunity to license both synchronization and 

master rights. Plus, your fan base grows when people learn it’s your tune and you playing

it. You’ll have a credit line in the movie credits, providing you negotiated a good deal. 

But, people can also learn who wrote and performed the song via a Google search, in 

many cases.

Now, consider licensing several of your works. You may need to buy a bigger mail-

box.

For the independent artist, licensing is an effective way to find an entire new audience

and grow their fan base. Plus, licensing is an area where the indie artist has a distinct ad-

vantage of the big names. Why? Because the big names, their label and music publishing 

company know they’re a big names and want a load of dough for licensing rights. Unless 

there’s a good reason to spend hundreds of thousands of dollars to license rights from a 

big name artist, many potential licensees will opt for a great tune by a lesser known, and 

less expensive, artist. Or, they know they can get several songs for the same fee that the 
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big name is demanding for one. Licensing deals with large labels can be a serious hassle 

and many companies’ music supervisors just don’t need the headache.

Music Business and Trend Mongering blog author, Mike King, is the Director of Mar-

keting at Berklee Music, and author/instructor of Music Marketing: Press, Promotion, 

Distribution, and Retail. He makes some interesting points in his post, How to Get Your 

Music in TV and Film. In writing about the live events at well-known, SXSW Confer-

ence, Mike notes, “… the overall theme of the panels I attended this year revolved around

the ways that artists and music business companies can identify and optimize alternative 

revenue models as the music business shifts away from traditional record sales. Music li-

censing, while nothing new, is a hot topic right now among content owners (songwriters, 

labels), managers, and artists. Licensing offers the possibility of incredible visibility to 

artists, and depending on usage, it could also provide a fairly solid revenue stream.” He 

continued, “The panelists all agreed that it was a fantastic time for independent artists to 

look for licensing deals, simply because of economics. Producers are more open to indie 

music, as A) indie music is typically cheaper to license, and B) many producers consider 

themselves tastemakers, and want to be known for breaking bands. Alicen Schneider 

spoke about the fact that 75% of the music used by NBC is now independent music.” 

King also added, “It’s important to also note that when a song is used in TV or film, two 

licenses are needed: a synchronization license from the copyright owner of the music, as 

well as master recording license from the copyright owner of the sound recording. These 

are two separate agreements, and typically, artists that control both their master rights as 

well as their publishing will do ‘All in’ deals that cover both ‘sides’ of the composition. 

According to Jennifer from SubPop, artists can expect to receive anywhere from $1,500 
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to $15,000 for the master rights alone for one-time placements.” That’s encouraging 

news for the artist/songwriter who has the savvy to strike strong licensing deals.
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Chapter 13: The Taxman

It’s been said that the only two things in life you can count on are death and taxes. Hope-

fully, death is a long way off, but taxes are always staring us in the face. The most notori-

ous of these are annual income taxes. Each year in the United States, April 15 rears its 

ugly head and demands we dig deep into our pockets. The days and weeks before are of-

ten wrought with angst and anxiety. But they need not be with proper planning and some 

tax strategy.

In addressing taxes, it’s best to begin by defining what business income actually is 

and isn’t. And here’s a hint. There’s more “is” than “isn’t.” We normally think of cash, 

checks, and interest. That’s true, but Section 61 of the Internal Revenue Code (IRC) ad-

dresses “gross income,” which is defined as “except as otherwise provided in this subtitle

gross income means all income from whatever source derived.” That’s a very broad defi-

nition and includes goods, services, and property, among other things. For bands, solo 

artists, songwriters, etc., income typically involves live performance fees, CD and down-

load sales, merchandise, royalties and commissions, along with fan supported funding if 

you go that route for funding projects.

Gross income also covers the legal doctrine of “constructive receipt.” This means that

as soon as money, property, or other income is available to you, it’s taxable that year, 

whether you tap into it or not. So the check you receive for a gig in December and hold 

off depositing until January in an effort to reduce your annual income isn’t going to hold 

water with the Internal Revenue Service (IRS).
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It may be reassuring to some and downright comical to others, but the fun-loving 

folks at the IRS aren’t too picky when it comes to how the income is generated. Illegal in-

come is also subject to tax. So, if you’re lousy at marketing your act and find yourself 

needing to supplement your income by becoming a moonlighting jewel thief, you’d better

keep accurate records. Notorious gangster Al Capone wasn’t convicted of any of his obvi-

ous crimes. He was sent up the river for tax evasion.

If you work and tour internationally, you’ll need to report any income from outside 

the States. The exception to this is that some income may be excluded if you live and 

work outside the United States for most of the year. Check with your accountant to ensure

you’re reporting correctly.

In the “except as otherwise provided” arena, there are a few tax breaks. Although 

they may get you with other taxes, gifts and inheritances are excluded from taxable in-

come. Likewise, tax-free withdrawals aren’t counted as income, and neither is return of 

capital. For example, if you take a loan against a business or personal asset, say, your 

home studio equipment, the loan proceeds aren’t classified as income. Return of capital is

simply recouping your money when you sell an asset. For instance, let’s say you invest in

a friend’s business by purchasing $2,000 worth of stock. He’s successful, and you later 

sell your shares for $3,000. Only the gain of $1,000 is subject to tax. The $2,000 is your 

return of capital.

The legal structure you choose for your business also impacts how it’s taxed. Sole 

proprietors file a personal income tax form along with a Schedule C and Schedule SE, 

also called the Self-Employment Tax, which details their business income and expenses. 
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Partnership profits are passed through to the partners, who then individually submit a 

Form 1099 received from the partnership with a Schedule E. They must also file and in-

formational Form 1065 that the IRS uses to determine if the partners are filing correctly. 

In addition, they must file a Schedule K-1 that breaks down each partner’s share of profits

or losses.

The newer hybrid limited liability company (LLC) is a bit more complex. Business 

owners who elect to be treated as a corporation must file either a Form 1120 or 1120S and

a Form 8832, Entity Classification Election, and elect to be taxed as a corporation. LLCs 

are automatically treated as a partnership when there is more than one owner unless they 

file to be treated as a corporation.

Standard corporations, also known as C corporations, file a Form 1120 and face the 

risk of double taxation. Income taxes are paid first at the corporate level. However, cor-

porate income distributed to individuals as dividends are also subject to taxes as personal 

income. The less formal S corporation is a bit more relaxed in that income is passed 

through to individual shareholders in a similar fashion as partnerships. Taxes aren’t paid 

at the corporate level, but passed through and paid on the individual level.

Confused? You’re hardly alone. Welcome to the baffled majority. Income taxes are 

enough to make your head swim in a sea of convoluted tax codes. Tax codes are designed

as much for generating revenue for the government as they are for manipulating credits, 

loopholes, and deductions in an effort to avoid paying too much. Navigating the United 

States’ innumerable-page tax code is well beyond the average scope of the typical musi-

cian, or normal human being, for that matter, and the main reason why an army of pin-

stripe-clad, calculator-toting accountants flourish. 
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Stepping up on a soapbox and discussing why a tax code should be easy to adminis-

ter, fair to all, and relatively simple, and why the U.S. system is pretty much just the op-

posite of that, is out of the scope of this book. If you’re interested in learning more, just 

swing by your local bookseller, where you can find shelves stocked with books on the 

subject.

Also, before I get too deep into this chapter, I’d be remiss if I didn’t add in that, pro-

fessionally, I’m a freelance writer, web and graphic designer, and marketing consultant. I’m

not an accountant or lawyer. I’ve been educated in writing, marketing, art and design and 

have not taken one hundred plus hours of accounting coursework or the CPA exam. As 

such, what follows are simply some thoughts and ideas about taxes and planning for 

them.

Taxes are a reality for every business owner, large and small. Professional musicians 

included. Since we’re on the topic of taxes, a “businessy” kind of thing, I’ll dispense with

the terms artist; musician; band; act; solo artist; performer, as well as other musical 

monikers and stick with “business owner,” for the most part. It should help to streamline 

things.

How business owners plan for taxes can mean the difference between starving and 

prospering, or worse, landing in front of a judge. Unfortunately, tax planning for many 

small business owners means little more than tossing receipts into a box and making an 

annual procession to a local strip center retail tax preparer. You can do better. A lot better.

The tax code allows you to take advantage of various deductions. These deductions 

reduce your annual gross income, leaving you with your net annual income. This is the 
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amount that is taxed. Sounds simple enough. Maximizing those deduction is a large part 

of tax planning and should be part of every business owner’s financial strategy. 

Many small business owners take steps to reduce their taxable income near the end of

the year in a scramble to relieve their tax burden. Often, that’s too late. Tax planning 

should be a year-round activity. Doing so will not only save you money in the not-too-

long haul; it will ease your anxiety level and make tax preparation a lot easier, so that 

April 15 is just another day.

For most businesses, their fiscal calendar is January through December. A fiscal cal-

endar is the time frame used for accounting income, expenses, and all that money stuff 

for a business. It can also be called a tax calendar. Although some businesses use different

dates, for our purpose the standard calendar will do the trick, since it’s easier.

Now it’s time to complicate matters a little. There are two ways of accounting for in-

come and expenses—the cash method and the accrual method. The cash method is simple

and straightforward. You account for income and expenses when you get the money or 

pay a bill. Easy. It’s the accounting method of choice for the majority of those operating 

as sole proprietors. Accrual is slightly more complex, and corporate entities must opt for 

it. With accrual, income is accounted for when a business has the right to receive it. In 

other words, usually when it’s billed. Expenses are treated in a similar fashion and ac-

counted for when a bill is due, rather than paid. The idea is to fairly accurately present a 

business’ financial position during a particular accounting period. For many small busi-

ness operations, like a band, it’s usually overkill, but for corporations and big name acts 

with complex financial transactions, it makes a lot of sense. Actually, most big name per-
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formers are corporations. Discuss your accounting method with your accountant, and be 

sure they explain the positives and negatives of each for your business.

Obtaining an Employer Identification Number (EIN)  

U.S. citizens have Social Security numbers (SSN) that are used to identify them for tax 

purposes and a variety of other matters. Businesses have employer identification numbers

(EIN). EINs are used by employers, sole proprietors, corporations, partnerships, non-

profit associations, trusts, estates of decedents, government agencies, certain individuals, 

and other business entities. Think of it as an SSN for your business.

Applying for an EIN is easy and free. It can be done several ways, but the online ap-

plication is the preferred method. Visit www.irs.gov for more information and to apply 

online. You can also download a PDF of Form SS-4 and complete the application by mail

or fax. Application by phone is yet another method. Contact the toll-free business and 

specialty tax line at (800) 829-4933 between the hours of 7:00 a.m. and 10:00 p.m. local 

time, Monday through Friday. An assistor takes the information, assigns the EIN immedi-

ately, and provides the number to an authorized individual over the telephone.

Planning for Income Taxes  

Businesses are responsible for filing income taxes on a quarterly basis, commonly called 

quarterlies. These are estimated tax liabilities and are usually based on the previous year ’s

tax bill. Although paying taxes on a quarterly basis is more digestible for many small 

business owners, since it’s a smaller amount that paying an entire year’s worth of taxes, 

the IRS sees income tax payments for business as, more or less, a pay-as-you-go proposi-
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tion. Quarterlies are not usually optional. Business owners are required to file quarterly if 

they expect to owe at least $1,000 in taxes for the current tax year, after subtracting any 

withholding and credits. They are also required if the business expects withholding and 

credits to be less than the smaller of 90 percent of the tax to be shown on your current 

year’s tax return, or 100 percent of the tax shown on your prior year’s tax return. Plus, get

your estimates wrong and you will be penalized. 

When using a standard January to December accounting calendar, taxes are due as 

follows: For the period of January 1 to March 31, taxes due April 15; for April 1 to May 

31, taxes due June 15; for June 1 to August 31, taxes due September 15; and finally, for 

September 1 to December 31, taxes are due January 15 of the following year. Failure to 

file quarterlies can also result in penalties.

Business owners can also make monthly estimated tax payments using the same tax 

form (1040-ES) as they would for quarterly payments. Additionally, business owners can 

setup recurring monthly payments using the Electronic Federal Tax Payment System 

(EFTPS). 

Depending on the state you live in, you may also need to make quarterly state income

tax payments in addition to federal taxes. Also, be sure to check with your accountant, 

since there might be unique local tax laws that require additional payments. 

Tips for (Relatively) Painless Taxes  

Relatively painless taxes might be an oxymoron. Nobody I know likes paying taxes every

three months or more, and digging deep into their pockets is not a pleasant experience. 
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But, as mentioned, taxes are a reality of our business and personal lives. Here are a few 

thoughts about making the experience less painful.

Keep Excellent Records  

If you plan to take a deduction, you’d better be sure you document it. The number one 

reason the IRS will disallow a deduction is because there isn’t an acceptable record to 

back it up. If the tedious task of record-keeping isn’t your cup of Earl Grey, you might 

consider using the services of a freelance bookkeeper or getting up to speed on using 

QuickBooks or other accounting software. If you keep your own books, you should set 

aside a specific time to record your transactions. Ideally, this would be daily or at least 

weekly. Doing it on a monthly basis, or worse, annually, can be a sure recipe for missing 

things, losing documents, and resorting to relying on memory. The IRS isn’t fond of busi-

ness owners’ memories.

QuickBooks Pro, MYOB, Freshbooks and other accounting software make it easy to 

keep track of your business’ income and expenses. QuickBooks is a small business staple

that has preset business categories and guides you through the initial setup process. It au-

tomatically sets up various income and expense categories that can be customized for 

your specific needs. Once it’s set up, you simply enter the item, assign it to a category, 

and you’re done. Financial reports can be generated that make your taxes and planning 

more accurate and easier. You might consider aligning your categories with those on the 

Schedule C. Doing so can save you and your tax preparer time when completing your tax 

returns. 

Beyond this, you’ll need a system to file receipts, invoices, and other documentation. 

Make copies and place one set in various folders designated for live performances, in-
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come source, such as royalities, merchandise, individual clients, equipment purchases, 

vehicle-related expenses, repairs, etc., while filing the originals in Annual Income and 

Annual Expenses folders. These can be further divided into various income and expense 

categories or sub-folders or dividers. Accordion-type folders are good for this and are 

readily found at any office supply store. The idea here is to have everything in one acces-

sible place. One set of folders for income and expenses by source, while the other is a 

general set of files for income and expenses that will go to your accountant. If they find 

they need more specific information, it’s easy to pull a particular income or expense 

folder and grab the information.

It’s obvious that you’ll want to keep receipts for all major business and project ex-

penses. Paying out $1,500 for a piece of sound equipment or two grand for vehicle re-

pairs are expenses you’re sure to want to keep track of. Likewise, spending several thou-

sand dollars for a faster computer is an investment that should be documented and stored.

But it’s the smaller items that can be lost in the shuffle. They add up and over the course 

of a year can prove to be a significant deduction. Office supplies are notorious for this. 

Or, consider the musician who takes a quick trip out to the music store to pick up a cou-

ple of sets of strings, some nifty picks and maybe an amp cord or three (not everybody’s 

wireless, you know). They arrive back at their home to a ringing phone. The sales receipt 

gets lost in the shuffle and is never entered in their expenses. Several small incidents like 

this over the course of a year can mean money is leaking out of their band business.

Travel and Transportation  

Travel and transportation can be significant for touring artists, but they are different 

things when it comes to accounting and taxes. Travel is going somewhere other than your
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business location for business reasons. Those reasons can include a performance, record-

ing session, business meeting, or, perhaps, a conference. Transportation is how you get 

there. For example, driving, flying, or taking a train. The IRS defines travel as being 

when:

[ 

• Your duties require you to be away from the general area of your tax home substan-

tially longer than an ordinary day’s work.

• You need to sleep or rest to meet the demand of your work while away from home. 

 

Your tax home is defined as your regular place of business, regardless of where you 

maintain your family home. It includes the entire city or general area in your business is 

located.

Qualified travel expenses can include airline tickets, hotel stays, meals, reasonable 

tips, ground transportation such as taxis or rental cars, fuel, tolls, and other business 

travel expenses. They include expenses incurred on the departure and return days, holi-

days, and layovers between business days that can’t be avoided.

Transportation expenses are typically those travel-related expenses that are incurred 

during your regular day-to-day operations from your office, usually a home office for 

most musicians. For most, transportation expenses will center around their vehicle. For 

city dwellers, they may also include subway fees, taxis, or bus fares. It’s important to 

note that commuting costs are not deductible.

Vehicle expenses can be handled a few ways. The IRS publishes a standard mileage 

rate. At the time of this writing in 2012, it’s fifty-five cents per mile. To use this method, 
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you must keep a record of miles driven specifically for business. If you choose the stan-

dard mile rate, you must use it for the first year the vehicle is available for business use. 

In subsequent years, you can change to actual expenses, if desired. For leased vehicles, if 

the standard rate is chosen, it must be used for the entire lease period.

Accounting for actual vehicle expenses is an alternative to using the standard mileage

rate. It’s more complex and requires more record-keeping, but may be a better alternative,

depending upon your situation. Actual vehicle expenses include depreciation, lease pay-

ments, registration fees, licenses, gas, oil, insurance, repairs, tires, tolls, parking fees, and 

garage rent.

Finally, if your vehicle is used for both business and personal transportation, you 

must record how much mileage or actual expenses went toward business/band/music use.

For detailed information about travel and transportation deductions, download a free 

copy of IRS Publication 463, Travel, Entertainment, Gift, and Car Expenses at www.irs.-

gov.

Depreciation  

Mention the word depreciation to most musicians and you can see their eyes begin to 

glaze over. But in its basic form, it’s not that tough of a concept. Although your accoun-

tant will make recommendations about depreciation, it’s good to at least have a working 

knowledge of the concept. Also, having an understanding of depreciation helps a business

owner plan larger purchases so the timing provides the best tax advantage.

Let’s start with a definition. Depreciation is defined as a portion of the cost that re-

flects the use of a fixed asset, a practice amp, for example, during an accounting period. 
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Fixed assets are defined as business items that have useful lives of over one year. An ac-

counting period can be a month, quarter, six months, or a full year. 

Continuing with the amp example, let’s say your need to sonically shatter the walls 

aligned with a client paying you for the biggest venue you’ve ever played, and you decide

to invest in a top-end amp set-up that going to set you back $8,000 when all is said and 

done. From an accounting point-of-view, let’s say the useful life for this monster is five 

years. Using a one-year accounting period and the straight-line method of depreciation, 

the amount of depreciation is one-fifth or $1,600. Eight thousand divided by five. That’s 

easy enough to understand.

Moving on, things begin to get a bit more complex. There are two types of useful life 

durations for business assets. The first is used for book depreciation, which is used in ac-

crual accounting. The second is used for tax depreciation. Since most artists will be using

cash accounting, I’ll address the latter. The IRS publishes a hefty, 120-page document ti-

tled How To Depreciate Property. It’s also called Publication 946 and is available for 

download at www.irs.gov. In it, they provide a table listing various business fixed assets 

and the useful life for each.

Next is the method of depreciation. There are two primary ones. The first is straight 

line, which is the method used in the example above. Straight line is straightforward. Di-

vide the cost of an item by its useful life. The second is accelerated depreciation, the most

popular is called double-declining balance. This method is based in the idea that an asset 

will get more use in its early years, thus justifying a higher depreciation amount in the 

earlier years.
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Some items may be able to deduct the entire cost of an asset in the tax year it was 

purchased under Section 179 of the tax code. This is not depreciation, however. It’s a de-

duction. There are some restrictions, so check with your accountant. For example, it’s no 

surprise that the amount you deduct cannot be greater than your taxable income.

Home Office Deduction  

The home office deduction is something of a double-edged sword. On one hand, you can 

deduct a portion of your personal expenses as business expenses. On the other hand, it 

can throw up a red flag to the IRS. Also, you can’t take advantage of the home office de-

duction if you operated at a loss for the tax year. Obviously, you can’t use the home office

deduction to create a loss. The most you can use it for is reducing your profit to zero.

There are two methods to calculate the percentage used for your deduction. The first 

is by square feet. The second is by the number of rooms. To use square feet, measure your

office space and then measure your home. The ratio of the two is the percentage you’ll 

use to calculate your deduction. For example, let’s say your office space is 150 square 

feet and your full house is 1,500 square feet. The ratio is 1:10 or 10 percent. Using the 

room method, divide one by the number of rooms. For example, if you have six rooms 

and use one for your office, your percentage would be 16 percent.

Other Deductions  

Being a professional musician brings with it many potential ways to reduce your taxable 

income beyond the obvious deductions. To take advantage of the various possible deduc-

tions, they need to be documented. Be sure to save your receipts.

243



As a self-employed professional, you may be eligible to deduct your health insurance 

premiums and healthcare costs for you, your spouse, and dependents. If so, it can repre-

sent a significant reduction to your taxable income. The downside is that you can’t deduct

healthcare costs if you show a loss for the year. However, you can claim it on your per-

sonal Schedule A. Also, you cannot deduct any insurance costs for any months you were 

eligible to participate in a group health insurance plan through your or your spouse's em-

ployer.

If you’re like me and use Paypal for billing, you can deduct their fees. Like other 

small businesses who are able to deduct credit card convenience fees, Paypal fees are a 

cost of doing business. Paypal makes it fairly easy, too. At the end of the year, simply 

print out your account activity. Strike any personal transactions and take the viable busi-

ness expenses to your accountant.

While you can’t deduct your primary home phone line, you can deduct a secondary 

line you use for business. If you use your mobile phone primarily for business, that can 

be a deductible expense, as well as Internet phone applications such as Skype, if you buy 

a phone number, voicemail, and other services.

Are you a member of any music union, associations, societies or business or music-

related groups? Dues and membership fees are deductible. The same goes for educational

expenses, trade publication subscriptions, business-related books, and fees paid to your 

attorney, accountant, and other professionals.

At one point or another in your business, a client’s not going to pay you for services 

rendered or royalties due to you. Hopefully, this won’t happen too often, but when it 

does, the amount should be deductible as a bad debt. Bad debts become deductible when 
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the debt becomes totally worthless and uncollectible. There may be instances when a debt

is partially worthless, but usually businesses wait until it’s clear that the debt is com-

pletely worthless before taking the deduction.

How do you know if a debt is worthless? The best way is when the client informs you

in no uncertain terms that they can’t pay you. However, if there are good signs that a debt 

is worthless that you can back up with facts, it can likely be deducted. For example, the 

client has filed bankruptcy and there are a miles of creditors in front of your claim. An-

other would be when you haven’t been paid after several months and you learn your 

client’s phone is disconnected and they’re nowhere to be found.

Self-Employment Tax  

Being self-employed means being special. To the IRS, being “special” means having to 

pay your very own tax. It’s how we pay into Social Security and Medicare. Unlike our 

payroll counterparts, who split these costs with their employer, we cover the full amount. 

The self-employment tax in 2010 is 13.3 percent, up to $106,800 of all net self-employ-

ment income. Above that amount, only the Medicare portion is paid. The Social Security 

portion is currently 10.4 percent, and Medicare is 2.9 percent.

There are times when an artist might want to contribute more than is required. For ex-

ample, when they’ve had a bad year and take a loss. They can opt to pay more in order to 

maintain or build up their Social Security credits. Doing so requires they use the aptly ti-

tled Optional Method. More information can be found within the Schedule SE instruc-

tions, available on www.irs.gov, for the current tax year.
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The only way to reduce this tax is to reduce taxable income. Regular deductions such 

as the standard deduction won’t reduce this tax. Neither will health insurance costs or in-

dividual 401-K or SEP-IRA contribution deductions. Fortunately, half of the self-employ-

ment tax can be deducted, thus helping to reduce taxable income.

Sales Taxes  

The sales tax question is something like herding cats or pushing a rope. In the U.S., each 

state has its own sale tax requirements, and you should contact your state’s sale tax de-

partment and certainly consult with your accountant. According to the National Retail 

Federation, forty-five states and 7,500 cities, counties, and jurisdictions impose sales 

taxes. Paying your accountant fees is starting to sound like a very good investment at this 

point. Their advice and recommendations can save you lots of headaches when you sell 

CDs, merchandise and other products.

You have the ancient Egyptians to thank for all this. They imposed the first recorded 

sales tax on oil. The Greeks thought it was a great idea and also started doing it. But it 

was the Romans who spread the practice throughout Europe. 

If you happen to be in a position where you must charge sales tax, you’ll more than 

likely need to obtain a license. When you do that, you become an official tax collector 

with no direct benefit to your business. Such is the life of the small business owner. 

Nonetheless, collect you must. Be sure to review all your sales tax questions and con-

cerns with your accountant. I can’t stress that enough. You don’t want the taxman knock-

ing at your door.
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You’ll need a system in place to keep track of the tax money you’ve collected, prepare

a return, and then send off the return, along with a check for the money collected, to the 

proper agency. Depending on the amount of taxes you collect, you can find yourself, or 

an outsourced service, working on sales taxes monthly, quarterly, or annually. 

When it comes to sales taxes for merchandise and music sold online, the best thing to 

do is ask your accountant. Online sales tax can quickly become a can of worms, so it’s 

best to ask the pro who’s much more up-to-date on online sales tax issues than you.
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Chapter 14: Pro Advice on How to Succeed

Here’s a news flash. If the music business was easy, everybody would be a rockstar or the

next pop sensation. It’s never been easy to get signed, write and perform a massive hit, 

buy mansions, cars and the accessories that go with being a star. Yet, as you read this 

book, my hope is that you’ve found that musicians no longer need to play by the old 

rules. Sure, the competition is as fierce as ever. Probably even more so. But, thanks to 

technological advances and a traditional music business that’s in chaos, there are many 

opportunities to find success doing what you love.

The Future of Music Coalition is a nonprofit group that advocates for musicians. The 

Coalition began to conduct a survey in 2010 to learn about how musicians are generating 

revenue. The ongoing study has, so far, found forty-two different revenue sources. That’s 

more than incredible. As Mr. Zimmerman said, “The times, they are a changing.” And 

that they are. No doubt, they will continue to keep changing and evolving. 

The Internet has changed the distribution model and more. For example, the study 

found that fifty-six percent of respondents felt the Internet made it possible for them to 

manage their own career, while sixty-four percent said the Internet also made the music 

world more competitive by creating a massive quantity of music for consumer consump-

tion. On a somewhat sadder note, thirty-seven percent of the musicians surveyed said that

they were spending more time on promotion and less time making music. You can find 

the survey (if still open) at, futureofmusic.org/article/research/artist-revenue-streams.

The real burning question, that wasn’t answered by the Colalition’s survey, is whether

or not artists are better off today, even though there’s usually a lot more work involved 
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beyond creating music. Or, was the predicable path established long ago by the music in-

dustry a better way because of its predictability? That’s a question each musician must 

answer for themselves. I suppose there are no right or wrong answers. It depends on a 

solo artist’s or band’s personal definition of success, their goals and drive. It rings back to

the Tubes and “What do you want from life?”

Advice From the Trenches  

During the course of writing this book, I had the opportunity to interview several working

professional musicians. Some are in bands. Others are solo acts. They run the gamut of 

musical genres. Here are some of the thoughts and advice they shared about starting and 

developing a career in music.

“I would say learning as much of the business end of things as possible. You are ulti-

mately building a brand, your brand.  I would get educated in both the music and music 

business sides of the industry.  Whether you want to be a studio musician or songwriter 

for other musicians or just become a hired gun.  Read every book possible about the sub-

ject, but don’t get just book smart get street smart.  And what I mean by that is there is no 

better way to get out there and do the things that you need to do by just doing them in a 

real world setting, your world.  

That’s how I learned every aspect of the music industry was by wearing those differ-

ent hats.  I didn’t have the luxury of having a major record label marketing department 

coordinating my marketing plan for my release that was me. I also did not have the lux-

ury of hiring a top publicist to generate press about my music and my story that was also 

me.  Do you see the ongoing theme here?  
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This is a new era for the musician; it is no longer about just playing music and putting

the blinders on to every other aspect of your career.  The old music business model is 

dead!  The playing field has definitely been leveled which has made it even easier for 

artists and bands to get the word out on their music, but it has also made it harder to suc-

ceed because of the glut of people claiming to be musicians.  It has become a double-

edged sword. 

Develop a thick skin because hearing the word ‘NO’ will become part of your lan-

guage when entering into the world of the music industry.

Ultimately without great songs you have nothing.  If you believe you do and in your-

self then go for it, don’t let anyone else tell you different!  

Education and an undying belief in you would be my mantra!”

Eric Knight–Solo artist, Singer/Songwriter

www.ericknightonline.com

“Don’t wait for anyone or anything. Join professional groups, BMI, ASCAP, NARAS,

NSAI etc. Go to conferences. Never stop learning. Show up, pay attention and keep a 

positive attitude. Think bigger.”

Jim Popik, Ten Foot Tall

www.tenfoottallband.com

"Seek God; Stay clean; Be diligent; Be authentic; Be true to yourself; Find your 

voice; Create your own signature.”

Emilio Castillo, Tower of Power

www.towerofpower.com
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“I guess my advice would be to learn your instrument well, and to upgrade your 

recording and production skills. Most of all, I would advise artists to learn to write good 

songs, the sooner the better, either alone or with others, because even though the music 

business has changed in delivery over the years, it is still the business of songs that peo-

ple enjoy and singles are still the way to break new artists, and keep existing artists in the 

public ear. Song revenue and covers of your songs on compilation albums and jingles / 

movie soundtracks (synch) can keep you in comfort for the rest of your life long after the 

bands you form split up and record sales decline.

This is why it's important to study or take a course in music business , to learn about 

the importance of copyright and revenue streams.”

Rod Coombes, Stealers Wheel/ Strawbs

www.stealerswheelofficial.com (soon to be launched)

“Welcome to the team! 

Things to remember: your love of music, the importance of thanking your opener and 

your headliner at shows, stylistic experimentation and growth, future-looking business 

savvy, the power of giving back to your fans, your true and real need for help (monetary 

and otherwise), and that professionalism is requisite; don’t stoop.

Things to forget: bad shows, losing money on albums, bitterness, un-won contests, 

exclusion from “it” musician clubs, lousy press, no press, nay-sayers.”

Emily Hurd, Solo artist

www.emilyhurd.com
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“I would tell up and coming artists to be students of the game.  Learn all you can and 

put 100% into it.  Lastly, take advantage of technology; be open to starting and operating 

your own label so you can maintain ownership of your music and creativity.”

Sean XLG, Solo artist

www.seanxlg.com

“The most important piece of advice I can give to any aspiring artist is to always love 

what you are doing. If you are feeling happy about the decisions you are making, then 

you are doing the right thing. The next most important thing to do is build your connec-

tions. Reach out to other professional musicians, producers, composers, vocalists, etc. 

and ask them about their experiences and point of views. You will learn a lot. This busi-

ness is definitely built on relationships, so create them, nurture and respect them.  They 

will always give you the advantage.”

Anna Fermin, Singer/Songwriter

www.annafermin.com

“Take a cold, hard look at yourself and your services on a regular basis.  Constantly 

ask yourself how you can improve and be even better.

Decide the one or two areas of your expertise and then pursue them in earnest.  You 

can still diversify, but I think it’s important to be an expert in at least one area.

Pigeon hole yourself before others do it for you.  Others and your colleagues will for-

ever describe you and your talents in a sentence of two. Decide what you’d want that sen-

tence to say, write it down and then use it to describe your services in perpetuity.  Here is 

mine: “I’m an expert rock drummer that makes every song sound and feel great.” (Wow

—that should be my elevator pitch too!)
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Relationships are everything, so carefully nurture them and be grateful.

Be really good at what you do.  If you’re not, then do something about it.

Identify your potential client base.  How will you get hired? Create an action plan. If 

it fails, make adjustments. You’ll learn as you go.

Financial realizations and implications:

News flash—traditionally, musicians don’t earn the lion’s share of money in the biz.  

Managers, lawyers, promoters, and the like do. Get used to it.

The music business is rife with trust fund babies, people with “means,” and musi-

cians with “supportive” spouses. How will this affect you if you need to earn money for 

rent and groceries and they don’t?

Image and perception are everything. Together, these will build your reputation.  

Then, your reputation will precede you wherever you go and whatever you do.  

In public, act like a musician. In private, act like a business person. Do not let your 

private business persona overshadow the musician. In other words, don’t air your num-

ber-crunching or bottom line needs to a client or colleague. The music business is based 

on hip and cool. It doesn’t respond well to financial desperation or a ‘pay now’ attitude. 

If, after tactful negotiation, the pay for this gig doesn’t add up and make sense for you, 

politely tell them you’re ‘not available’ and would love to be considered in the future.

One last thing…there is no protocol or certification needed to enter the music busi-

ness. Because of this, it’s filled with all walks of life, from wacko’s to prodigies. It’s also 

crammed with part-timers like your plumber and landscaper who can’t wait to perform 

with their band for free.

253



Brian Doherty, Solo artist, 

www.briandoherty.net

“First of all, figure out what you do well and what your goals are. You may think you 

are good at your instrument, but if you want to make a living at this, you need to honestly

assess your skills. This could mean going to school for music, auditioning for a band or 

orchestra, going to jam sessions. Getting into the environment where the best musicians 

play. I’ve met many people who think they can have a career as a musician but have little 

or no talent. Their teachers continue to take their money and feed their delusions, which 

does these people a great disservice. You have to be honest with people. That being said, I

don’t want to discourage people from following their passion. 

You have to find your niche. If your goal is to land a job in an orchestra, you have to 

have a mastery of your instrument, classical training, and know the repertoire inside and 

out. There is no way around this. If your goal is to make it as a punk rocker, it’s more 

about attitude than technique, and you have and you have to develop your skills as a 

songwriter, develop your stage presence, be on the scene, etc. Maybe you'll find that your

passion for music will take you into the business end, managing or promoting artists, etc. 

Know what you want to do and what skill set it requires. Work to improve your weak-

nesses, and go for it.

I think the following guidelines apply if you want to have a succesfull career as a mu-

sician:

[ 

• Don't suck. 
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Make sure you absolutely kick ass at what you do, whether it's singing or playing an 

instrument.

• Show up. 

In the words of legendary jazz bassist Charles Mingus, ‘Be on the scene.’ My good 

friend, guitarist Tony Pulizzi took a big chance and moved his whole family to LA with 

no job prospects. He was pounding the pavement every night, going to every jam session 

he could find, making sure he was heard as much as possible, just being physically 

present on a regular basis. When you don't have a gig, your regular job should be looking 

for a gig. He did this persistently for two years before becoming the guitarist on Ameri-

can idol. It also helps that he's an amazing musician.

• Honor the music. 

Unless you already are a hugely successful musician and can get away with saying 

whatever you want, artists who are overly opinionated and refuse to open themselves to 

new styles and ideas rarely make it, and are usually pretty boring musicians. Be open to 

new influences. The more diversified you are, the more employable you'll be. I work a lot

because I can play swing, metal, classical, bluegrass, hip-hop. Those who specialize in 

one genre and put all their eggs in one basket who manage to make a living are a small 

minority.

• Have a good attitude and make the best of every situation

Even if you are doing a crappy wedding gig with a bandleader who is a schmuck, 

playing music you don't care for, be professional and play it like it's the greatest piece of 

music ever written. No matter what you do, try to have fun and respect the people you are
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working with. If you're not having fun, you are wasting your time and everyone else’s. 

Always put out positive energy and it will be returned to you tenfold!”

 

Joe Deninzon, Stratospheerius

www.stratospheerius.com

www.joedeninzon.com

“Never forget it is called playing music and not forcing music. So enjoy what you 

do!”

Florian Opahle, Ian Anderson Touring Band

www.Florian-Opahle.com

www.j-tull.com

“It’s a tough business with a huge competition. Make yourself stand out, be original, 

push the boundaries of expectations, surprise and above all–think of how you can give in-

stead of what you will get.

Also–don’t expect everybody to like your music, and you won’t be hurt when people 

don’t. Bad criticism every now and then is unavoidable–try to not let it get a hold of you, 

brush it off and focus on the people who do like your music.”

Natalia “Saw Lady” Paruz, Solo artist

www.SawLady.com

“It’s a lot of work. I spend far more time emailing, social networking, accounting, 

driving than actually playing music. It requires luck, especially regarding whom you meet

and what opportunities come your way. You have to be ready to work hard in order to 

take proper advantage of good opportunities.
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Try to maintain as much financial independence and control as possible. We worked 

day jobs in order to finance our band, so that we could record and produce, and ultimately

control and exploit, our first album.

It helps to have experience in other parts of the music business. Before starting JC 

Brooks & the Uptown Sound, I worked as a freelance music reviewer for TimeOut 

Chicago.  That was incredibly helpful for several reasons. 

Work to your strengths. If someone is organized and good with numbers, have them 

handle the money. If someone is bad at negotiating, don’t have them book the gigs.  Don’t

expect the introverts to be good at talking to people and selling stuff.

It helps to have an agreed upon vision for the band, and the musical and stylistic 

choices should reinforce that vision, even at the expense of everyone’s contributions hav-

ing equal weight.

Be professional, punctual, polite, and prepared.  People will want to work with you 

again if you aren’t a pain in the ass to deal with.

Learn the soundguy’s name and tip him $20 at the end of the night if he made your 

life easier.

Ben Taylor, JC Brooks & the Uptown Sound

www.jcbrooksandtheuptownsound.com

A Lesson From Mick Jagger And the Rolling Stones  

Consider Rolling Stones frontman and rock icon, Mick Jagger. Jagger is no fool when it 

comes to making and investing money, maximizing opportunities and keeping a watchful 

eye on the business bits. Saturday Night Live executive producer, Lorne Michaels said of 
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Jagger, “I think of him as coming from the English tradition of the actor-manager. If you 

watch him get ready to put on a show, you’ll see that there is nothing that he is not aware 

of, that he is not intimately involved with, from lighting and design to how the curtain is 

going to hit the floor. There are very few people whose production skills impress me, but 

he’s one of them. He’s as good a showman and a producer as there is.”

Jagger’s watchful eye helped make the Rolling Stones one of the richest bands in the 

history of rock ‘n roll. In her New York Times Style Magazine article, Mick Without Moss, 

Zoe Heller wrote, “When he is on the road, he has been known to keep a map in his 

dressing room, indicating the city at which the tour will go into profit.”

Zoe added, “The rise of illegal file sharing and the correspondingly steep worldwide 

decline in CD sales have made these tough times for record companies and recording 

artists alike. But the Rolling Stones continue to do very nicely, thank you. This is partly 

because what remains of the market for CDs is dominated by baby boomers—the Stones’

demographic—and partly because Jagger, together with his recently retired financial ad-

viser, Prince Rupert Loewenstein, has been exceptionally wily about exploiting other rev-

enue streams. ‘There was a window in the 120 years of the record business where per-

formers made loads and loads of money out of records,’ Jagger says. ‘But it was a very 

small window—say, 15 years between 1975 and 1990.’ Touring is now the most lucrative

part of the band’s business. (The Bigger Bang tour, from 2005 to 2007, raked in $558 

million, making it the highest-grossing tour of all time.) The band has also been ahead of 

the curve in recruiting sponsors, selling song rights and flogging merchandise. ‘The 

Stones carry no Woodstockesque, antibusiness baggage,’ Andy Serwer noted approvingly

258



back in 2002 in Fortune magazine. Indeed. Their most recent merchandising innovations 

include a range of  ‘as worn by’ apparel, replicating garments that individual band mem-

bers sported back in the ’70s.”

Jagger and the Stones provide pointed lessons for the Twenty-First century artist. Not 

the least of these is to make great music, have loads of fun, but don’t be ignorant or 

worse, stupid, when it comes to making, saving and investing money. If you’ve taken my 

advice, you’ve put together a team of highly reliable, professional and trustworthy adv-

iors. Use them. Use them often. They can mean the difference between a comfortable ca-

reer and retirement or one that’s wrought with worry, uncertainty and poverty.

There are those who will say Jagger and the Stones sold out along the way. Let them. 

They’re entitled to their opinion. It seems Mick doesn’t think so, nor does he appear to 

care if people think so. As for me, after almost fifty-seven years on this planet, I’ve 

learned that having some money in your pocket is loads better than being broke. Beyond 

that, people with talent and the smarts to leverage it are entitled to be compensated for 

their efforts.

Finding Your Position In Your Fans’ Heads  

No matter what genre your music is, these days, artists, bands and professional musicians

must find their unique position in an overwhelming musical marketplace of songs and po-

tential fans. It’s important to be creative and maximize your talents. But, it’s also para-

mount to treat your act as the business it is in order to be successful. Maximize each and 

every opportunity to sell and license your music and merchandise. Most of all gain a thor-
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ough understanding of your audience. Learn what’s important to them and what they 

want. Then find ways to give it to them. Doing that simple task is another “make it or 

break it” piece of advice. Remember, without a solid fan base, you might have stellar 

music but little success, both creatively and financially. Sellout performances, record 

deals, through the roof merchandise sales, etc. are all a result of your fans and what you 

bring to them.

If you can’t write a description of your ideal fan on the back of a matchbook cover, 

you don’t have a clear idea of who they are. Invite them to comment on Facebook, reply 

to tweets, email you and such. It’s all about interacting. With interaction comes under-

standing.

Find ways to interact with your fan base, both at live shows and off stage. Find ways 

to get a wee bit intimate and I don’t mean inviting them backstage after a show. I mean 

that inasmuch as you need to learn about them, they need to learn about you. Don’t be 

afraid to reveal some of yourself. Why did you write this or that song? What do you and 

the band members do beyond playing and recording? What’s important to you? All this 

makes you a little more human and less of a commodity that’s bought, sold and shared 

among friends. It will also help to keep you grounded when things start getting slightly 

weird. Sure, you need to create and develop a brand, but you also need to stay human.

Be aggressive in growing your fan base and creating evangelists for your music and 

live shows. Evangelists, or even better, “efangelists,” (Cool! I’m creating my own lan-

guage.) will do more for your career and musical expansion than anything else. Even 

more than a record company, p.r. campaign or Facebook. The word, “fan” comes from 
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the word “fanatic.” That’s what you want to develop. A [large] group of fanatics for your 

music who tell everybody they meet about you, your shows, CDs, downloads and mer-

chandise.

Hone Your Business Skills  

Your fans are responsible for making you successful. You are responsible for maintaining 

and managing that success now and into the future. That takes business savvy. Your team 

of advisors, your manager, agent, and p.r. folks will help you out, but at the end of the 

day, the ultimate responsibility falls into your lap. It’s your choice to meet it head on and 

grab it by the horns or to let your career simply happen to you. Like Mick Jagger, know 

where the money’s coming in and going out. Maximize on the things that sell and dump 

the ones that don’t and are probably costing money.

Attend some of the numerous conferences, workshops and similar events to learn bet-

ter business skills, what’s working and what’s not. Plus, you meet many like-minded 

souls with whom you can share war stories and experiences. Much of the music business 

is about connections and these are the places to make some.

In the U.S. alone there are more than one hundred conferences to choose from for 

artists and music industry folks. Some are ridiculously expensive, while others are more 

within the, shall we say, limited budget of the typical band or solo performer. Here are a 

few to check out. You can also find a listing of music conferences at: www.musicnomad.-

com/Support_Your_Music/Music_Industry_Conferences_Trade_Shows.

[ 

• CMJ Music Marathon & Film Festival–www.cmj.com/marathon/conference
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If you’re into college music, both performing and radio, it might be a good one for 

you. 

• ASCAP Expo– www.ascap.com

A good one for meeting songwriters and attending mentoring sessions with seasoned 

pros. 

• Billboard & The Hollywood Reporter Film & TV Music Conference– www1.bill-

boardevents.com/billboardevents/filmtv/

A good one to meet musical directors. If you’re looking to license your songs, this 

might be the place to make some connections.

• South by Southwest Music– sxsw.com

A massive and extremely well-known conference for interactive, film and music with 

a twenty-five year history. The music portion is six days. From their site: “By day, thou-

sands of conference registrants network in the halls of the Austin Convention Center on 

their way to do business in the SXSW® Trade Show, sit in on informative panel discus-

sions featuring some of the industry's key players, gain insight from legendary keynote 

speakers or plan out their abundant party schedules. At night, SXSW showcases roughly 

2,000 musical acts from around the globe, representing well over 50 different countries, 

on over 90 stages in downtown Austin.”

• Pollstar Live– www.pollstarpro.com

Good to meet venue promoters. Get on a better tour. Meet managers of top acts. 

 

Although conferences can be great places to meet people, make contacts and attend a 

slew of sessions, workshops, panel discussions and more, the registration fee are just the 

262

http://www.pollstarpro.com/


start. Don’t forget you’ll need to get there, which normally involves plane fare. You’ll 

need to book a hotel, eat and probably buy some stuff. But, if you can afford it, go for it!

 “Never forget it is called playing music and not forcing music. So enjoy what you 

do!”

Florian Opahle, Ian Anderson Touring Band

www.Florian-Opahle.com

www.j-tull.com

“It’s a tough business with a huge competition. Make yourself stand out, be original, 

push the boundaries of expectations, surprise and above all–think of how you can give in-

stead of what you will get.

Also–don’t expect everybody to like your music, and you won’t be hurt when people 

don’t. Bad criticism every now and then is unavoidable–try to not let it get a hold of you, 

brush it off and focus on the people who do like your music.”

Natalia “Saw Lady” Paruz, Solo artist

www.SawLady.com

“It’s a lot of work. I spend far more time emailing, social networking, accounting, 

driving than actually playing music. It requires luck, especially regarding whom you meet

and what opportunities come your way. You have to be ready to work hard in order to 

take proper advantage of good opportunities.

Try to maintain as much financial independence and control as possible. We worked 

day jobs in order to finance our band, so that we could record and produce, and ultimately

control and exploit, our first album.
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It helps to have experience in other parts of the music business. Before starting JC 

Brooks & the Uptown Sound, I worked as a freelance music reviewer for TimeOut 

Chicago.  That was incredibly helpful for several reasons. 

Work to your strengths. If someone is organized and good with numbers, have them 

handle the money. If someone is bad at negotiating, don’t have them book the gigs.  Don’t

expect the introverts to be good at talking to people and selling stuff.

It helps to have an agreed upon vision for the band, and the musical and stylistic 

choices should reinforce that vision, even at the expense of everyone’s contributions hav-

ing equal weight.

Be professional, punctual, polite, and prepared.  People will want to work with you 

again if you aren’t a pain in the ass to deal with.

Learn the soundguy’s name and tip him $20 at the end of the night if he made your 

life easier.

Ben Taylor, JC Brooks & the Uptown Sound

www.jcbrooksandtheuptownsound.com

“As an artist in business for yourself you have to develop a sense of separation be-

tween the business, and creative stand points. Develop a diligent team that have your best

interest at heart, and believe 100% in what you are trying to obtain. Never act on impulse,

and retrieve all the information before making a knowledgeable decision. Remember, it's 

your career, it's your vision. Be clear on what you want, fearless in obtaining it, and al-

ways be fair.”

Jullian James, Solo artist

www.jullianjames.com 
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“I have discovered, as an independent artist, that much of your time is spent hustling 

for gigs, updating social media, promoting yourself and the band. That doesn’t leave a lot 

of time for practice and it can get very frustrating. Don’t give up. You have got to learn to 

balance your life and use your time wisely. 

Treat your body well. You can’t keep up with the pace if you are overly tired, hun-

gover, etc. Despite what people may believe, you cannot do your best work under the in-

fluence of anything. Stay focused…turn your body into a music machine!

You won’t become the most popular band in town over night but the hard work is 

worth it in the end.

I am on the mailing list for D.I.Y. Musician. They have a lot of good information for 

independent artistst such as what makes a good webpage; how now to spam your fans; 

how to blog; importance of social media; etc…just everything. I would recommend sub-

scribing to this list. Great stuff.

Some of the best advice I have gotten. Work on your local following, create buzz, 

etc., and then work on your regional reputation. Keep building from there. It works! I be-

gan last year, creating a local following and it has grown so much in a year. You are as 

good as the public thinks you are. 

We all have a lot more growing to do as musicians, however, if your audience thinks 

you’re great, then other people will too, even if they have never heard you. I get gigs 

from people who have heard of our reputation but have never actually heard us or seen 

us.  (Of course, once you get the gig, you’d better be able to prove you’re worthy) but 

marketing is very important. Don’t ignore that part.
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I met someone in a music venue last weekend. When I was introduced he said, 

‘Wendy Hayes? I know you. I‘ve heard your CD! You’re awesome!’ I was humbled and 

flattered. I never thought I would hear anything like that. I also felt suddenly shy and at 

the same time, thrilled…thrilled because maybe, just maybe, all of this ‘stuff’ I’m doing 

might just pay off in the end.”

Wendy Hayes, Wendy Hayes Quartet

www.wendyhayes.net

“Being a musician is labor intensive. You have to love doing it so much that the work 

involved feels worth it. You must practice and write, then get gigs and wrangle with idiots

who fancy themselves as promoters (promoting is something they hardly ever do), so you

promote, then get you and your band to the show. Do the show, deal with soundguys who 

don’t know what they are doing. When its all over you have to get paid, which sometimes

involves threats and tactics less than ethical. Then you pack up all of your gear again, get 

in the tour vehicle and head to the next gig for some more eye opening abuse. Sometimes 

everything works out just right but you can’t get lazy. You must be ruthless in your persis-

tence and keep your fans happy. It’s all about the fans.

Lipbone Redding, Lipbone Redding & The LipBone Orchestra

www.lipbone.com

Balancing Your Professional and Personal Lives  

It’s said that all work and no play makes one a dull person. Music, although wonderful, 

can easily become an all-encompassing endeavor when you’re a professional. We find 

ourselves working on music, looking for gigs, or both as the clock ticks on. We start our 
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day early, and before we know it, it’s 8:30 p.m., 9:00 p.m., or later as we tweak a lyric or 

wrestle with a melody that refuses to behave. We think, “I’ll just finish this up on Satur-

day morning,” and yet another weekend slips away with evening gigs, rehearsals, writ-

ing, business tasks and more. 

Although you love what you do and need to get the work done, it’s important to your 

health and well-being to set up boundaries and stick to them. In keeping with you new 

found business sense, open the door by working too late, on the weekends or holidays 

and that door becomes awfully tough to close later on down the road.

Friends and family can also be taxing on a self-employed musician. They tend to 

think that just because you’re a musician and don’t have a real job work, you’re always 

available to run errands for them, pick up the kids, and do this or that. If you don’t clearly

communicate that you’re working and that your musical career is just as important as 

their day job, emotions can get the better of you and anger can quickly set in.

We work to better our lives. Yet by overdoing it, our personal lives and relationships 

with family and friends suffer. We may have decided to be a professional musician as a 

way to gain more freedom in our lives, yet we end up achieving the exact opposite of 

what we set out to do and become a slave to our band and its business. When we work 

too much, we set ourselves up for exhaustion and burn out. If that happens, you won’t be 

any good to your clients, family, and friends. 

Think about why you do this work. What is your attitude toward your profession and 

your business? Are they a means toward an end, or do you see them as ends unto them-

selves? Many artists define themselves by their work. When that happens, they can have 

a difficult time separating themselves from their business. They put themselves on the 
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treadmill and believe they must work and work to feel good about themselves. It’s a form

of addiction that can be next to impossible to break. Plus, it can all too easily lead to more

destructive addictions. Think of all the artists we’ve lost to drugs. They may still be heard

on the radio or on CDs, but that talent is lost forever. No more new music … ever.

Taking personal time for hobbies, time with family and friends, or simply taking a 

walk can be energizing. A vacation to a new place can spark ideas and enhance your cre-

ativity. Speaking of vacation, it’s a good idea to actually save for one and schedule it. A 

week or two away from performing and recording can give you entirely new insights into

your music.

In the end, you are more than your music and its related work. You’re more than a 

nice melody, a great beat and harmonies. If you become overly absorbed in your work, 

you risk missing the life you were meant to live. I don’t mean to offend those who are 

into reincarnation, but I believe we only get one shot at life. Strive to keep things in per-

spective. Work and your business are simply a means toward an end. That end should be 

having a complete, satisfying and fulfilling life that’s punctuated by music.

Money Management Thoughts  

Richard J. Leider, author of The Power of Purpose: Find Meaning, Live Longer, Better, 

writes: “Time is the most precious currency of life, and how we spend it reflects what we 

truly value. Once an hour is gone, it is gone forever. It cannot be re-earned.” Money, on 

the other hand, can be re-earned, saved, and invested.

Money is a funny thing.  All artists want it to buy things to help make better music, 

grow their fan base and provide a level of comfort for them and their families. Yet many 
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of us are afraid to talk about it. Thoughts such as “I stink at numbers,” or “I’ll just let the 

venue producer toss out a number first,” pervade our minds and hinder us from being the 

best we can. How we think about money is at the core of how well or how poorly we 

manage it.

My colleague and friend, Ilise Benun, of Marketing Mentor, recently published her 

book, The Creative Professional’s Guide To Money: How to Think About It. How to Talk 

About It. How to Manage It.  Although it’s targeted to designers, writers and visual cre-

atives, the content is just as valuable to musicians. She was gracious enough to share a 

few thoughts on how we develop a relationship with money.

“When I think about how people think about money, it’s in a larger context of how 

they think about their business. The first part of the book talks about how adjust or evolv-

ing your mind set to a business mindset, which include how you think about money, how 

you set goals, how you think about your pricing and how you position your pricing. All of

these things are part of that process,” said Benun.

She added,” When it comes to one’s money mentality, and how it’s set, I’m not a psy-

chologist, but I do have a worksheet in the book called, What Are Your Money Issues, that

begins by looking at your history because a lot of it does happen early on. I’m not exactly

sure how the money mindset gets formed, although I think it happens very early. It helps 

to figure out what those different experiences or memories are that may be getting in the 

way of treating your business like a business, especially when it comes to money. I do 

think that whatever it was, or however it started, it can definitely be changed.”

Money Management Tips  

269



Taking personal time for family vacations, going out to dinner or the theater, and engag-

ing in hobbies aren’t likely to happen if you’re strapped for cash. Even if you have good 

cash flow, money can easily and swiftly leak through your fingers if you’re not careful. 

For example, you landed a licensing deal and get a royalty check for $5,000. But you 

quickly spend it on things you think you need. Pretty soon, it’s gone, and you really have 

no idea where it all went. Then the landlord comes, knocking on the door, wanting the 

rent. It happens all too often in the indie music world.

In their book, The Money Book for Freelancers, Part-Timers and the Self-Employed, 

authors Joseph D’Agnese and Denise Kiernan write: “Having your financial house in or-

der brings peace of mind. It also puts you in a better position to survive and thrive, no 

matter what the economic climate.”

In a similar vein, author Tom Robbins once said, “There's a certain Buddhistic calm 

that comes from having . . . money in the bank.” 

It’s true. When there’s more month than money, anxiety rears its ugly head, and you 

can’t do your best work when you’re constantly worried about money. Plus, by not having

a money management strategy in place, your finances can quickly turn into something 

that resembles a game of whack-a-mole gone horribly wrong. You find yourself worried, 

forever robbing Peter to pay Paul, never seeming to catch up.

Feast or famine syndrome is common plight for musicians without a money manage-

ment plan. It’s a roller coaster ride that can drive many full-time musicians back to the 

nine-to-five cubicle world. To avoid it, artists must always be aggressively marketing 

their act and putting money away for the all-too-common rainy day.
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Separating your business money from your personal money is central to a money 

management strategy. You should have both a business checking account for your act or 

band and personal checking account. Although artists working as sole proprietors techni-

cally take a draw from the business instead of an actual salary, consider drawing a set 

amount each week or every other week, if possible. It helps to make things much more 

predicable and makes it easier to manage your personal money.

When a gig deposit comes in, set it aside in a kind of escrow account and hold it until 

the show is completed. Sure, it can be a tough thing to do, but if you adequately capital-

ized your musical business at its startup, you won’t need to completely rely on sporadic 

revenue to pay your personal and business bills. That usually means having at least three 

to four months worth of working capital when you launch your full-time music career. 

Keeping these funds out of your daily finances also ensures that you’ll have the money if 

something goes awry and you need to make a refund. It happens. A show gets cancelled 

for some reason. A music director suddenly turns into a nightmare and you’d rather not 

work with them. Of course, you could make your deposits non-refundable, but that can 

turn clients away.

Taxes are another thing that will take a chunk of your check. Put aside roughly 30 

percent to cover them and pay income taxes on a quarterly basis. You’ll also need to put 

money aside to cover your overhead expenses, equipment, repairs, marketing, insurances,

and such. These can be separate bank accounts or just accounts within your accounting 

software. The trick is using this money as it was intended and not on other things. It re-

quires some self-discipline, but it’s a habit that can be learned.
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Noted designer and now business mentor, Peleg Top is a creative entrepreneur with 

more than twenty years of experience running his own design firm and mentoring cre-

atives. He’s also co-author of The Designer’s Guide To Marketing And Pricing. In it, he 

shares his personal money management system. His system can easily be adapted for the 

musically-inclined. He recommends setting aside 30 percent for taxes to start. What’s left 

will be considered 100 percent. From this, allocate 60 percent as a lifestyle account. 

These funds cover your house payment or rent, groceries, and other day-to-day necessi-

ties. Ten percent is set aside as a wealth account for investments. Once the money goes 

into this account, never touch it again. Five percent goes to your joy account. This is 

money that funds the fun things in life, such as going out to dinner, catching a movie, etc.

Your dream account is used for bigger things, such as vacations, a new car, or a house. 

Ten percent is set aside for this purpose. Five percent goes to your enlightenment account

and is used for things like personal or business growth, continuing education, training, or 

coaching. Finally, ten percent goes to a spiritual growth account and is used for tithing, 

donations, etc. 

Start saving and investing early. The earlier the better. The longer you wait, the more 

difficult it is to achieve financial independency and have a comfortable retirement. Sure, 

for many readers, retirement is a long way off, but thinking and planning for it now will 

help ensure you’re not greeting people at Wal-Mart when you’re seventy-five.

Here’s a reality check. The richest Americans are investors and savers. Of those who 

have an income of one million dollars or more, only one-third of their income is gener-

ated from their job or business. The rest comes from investments. Getting your piece of 

the pie means investing and saving.
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Investing works over time due to the miracle of compound interest. It makes your 

savings and investment grow almost exponentially. In his book Become A Recognized 

Authority In Your Field In Sixty Days Or Less, Bob Bly writes: “If you were to open an 

IRA at age 50, and contribute $2,000 a year earning 8 percent compounded monthly, at 

age sixty-five your IRA would be worth $54,300. Had you opened the same IRA when 

you were twenty-five, and put in the same amount of money annually earning the same 

rate of return, at age sixty-five your IRA would be worth more than half a million dollars

—almost ten times as much.” 

Consider finding a good financial planner to advise you as to the best strategy for 

your age.

A little bit of something is a lot better than a whole lot of nothing. That certainly goes 

for saving, investing, and living. Find ways to cut costs, but make sure they make sense. 

By that I mean, sometimes it doesn’t make economic sense to do something that appears 

to save you money but really doesn’t. This is also called being penny wise and dollar 

foolish. For example, driving all around town to save a couple of cents on a gallon of 

gasoline probably doesn’t make too much sense. You’d probably burn up more fuel look-

ing for a bargain than you would have saved. Similarly, when it comes to band work, are 

you doing tasks that take away from your time doing things that generate income? You 

might be better off outsourcing them and focus your efforts on revenue generating activi-

ties such as marketing and promotion, making industry contact through phone calls, email

and personal meetings.

Here are words that should be etched in stone—live below your means. That doesn’t 

mean going without. It means being frugal. It’s also worthwhile to note that most million-
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aires don’t drive luxury cars or live in mansions. They’re the couple next door, driving a 

ten-year old car that they’ve taken care to maintain. That’s why they’re millionaires. They

watch what they spend their money on, they save, and they invest.

In the United States, we live in a world of status symbols. Many people finance their 

lifestyle with credit cards in an effort to appear wealthier than they are, just to impress the

folks next door. America has become a nation of high-volume consumers who must have 

the latest toy. As a matter of fact, CreditCard.com reports that the average credit card debt

per household with credit card debt is a whopping $15,788. Even scarier, 36 percent of 

respondents in a FINRA Investor Education Foundation survey said they didn't know the 

interest rate on the card they use most often. (Source: FINRA Investor Education Founda-

tion, "Financial Capability in the United States," December 2009).

Case in point: When I started my business in the mid 1980s, I was young and stupid. I

simply had to have an Acura with a car phone. This was well before mobile phones were 

commonplace. Granted, it was the best car I ever owned, and I bought out the lease early. 

But did I really need it? Probably not. In retrospect, I should have bought a pre-owned car

and invested the rest of the money into my business. Alas, hindsight is twenty-twenty.

Before making a purchase, especially a major one, it’s a good idea to wait about thirty

days. Buying on impulse can be a major way for money to leak out of your business and 

your life. After a thirty-day cooling off period, you may find the item isn’t as needed or 

important as you originally thought. If you still want it after thirty or so days, go ahead 

and buy it.

Living below your means and finding ways to be frugal will help ensure you can meet

your obligations each month and put some money away. Be sure you know your num-
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bers. Those include how much you spend in your business and personal arenas each 

month, what you owe, what you own, and what you bring in on average each month. 

Taming your finances bring with it a lot of freedom. 

Plan for Retirement or Die On Stage … Or In the Studio  

Oh sure, it might sound glorious to drop dead on stage, especially for the death metal 

crew. Here’s a chilling, hardcore reality. If you don’t plan for retirement, odds are you’ll 

end up working until you depart this Earth. Being an eighty-five year old lead guitarist on

oxygen isn’t too glorious, either. And here’s a not-so-fun factoid to go with it. An as-

tounding 76 percent of Los Angeles-area freelance journalists have nothing saved toward 

retirement. Odds are, the numbers for other freelancers and self-employed people, includ-

ing musicians, are similar.

You might be in your twenties or thirties right now, when retirement seems a lifetime 

away, but sixty-five will arrive quicker than you expect. Without a retirement plan and 

the savings to go with it, you’ll still be working to make ends meet. But in your mid-to-

late sixties, will you still be relevant and working in music? Will you even want to? Sev-

eral big names, including McCartney, Jagger, and loads of others do and continue to per-

form, write and make loads of money. But they’re the exception to the rule. The way 

things are going, it’s a safe bet you won’t be able to count on Social Security to keep you 

afloat. This can mean that without a substantial savings, you can easily find yourself bag-

ging groceries to make ends meet. Sure, you’ll be dining on salmon and tuna, but it will 

be from a can meant for your feline friend.

Is all this meant to scare the heck out of you? Absolutely!
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Begin with a simple savings account. Get into the habit of saving a certain percentage

of each check. It doesn’t need to be a lot in the beginning. Five or even ten percent will 

do. The point is to get you into the habit of saving. It will also help you build an initial 

minimum amount required by some retirement accounts.

There are a daunting amount of investment vehicles available. Which one is right for 

your situation can be tough to sort out. Investing in the services of a financial planner can

be wise. They will review your present situation, your age, and your goals. Then they’ll 

recommend the best type of account. Be sure to find authentic financial planner. Some in-

surance agents will promote themselves as financial planners, but they will try to sell you 

their company’s products, often annuities or other insurance products, which may not be 

the best choice for you. Ask around to get some referrals. When you find a few, be sure to

ask them if they’ve worked with musicians. That’s important because a full-time, self-em-

ployed artist’s needs are very different from their nine-to-five counterparts.

Those counterparts have the benefit of pension plans, matched contributions to 401k 

plans, and profit sharing. A self-employed musician has none of these, and that means 

you’ll need to put more away for that rainy day. 

Finally, in addition to getting the advice of a financial planner, be sure to run your 

plan by your accountant. They can make suggestions and provide insights that may make 

your dream of retirement a faster reality.

A Closing Word  

Starting on the path to becoming a full-time career musician who is self-employed will 

bring with it many challenges but also many rewards. By taking the time to carefully plan
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your business just as much, if not more, as your music and show and then implement that 

plan, you will set yourself apart from most who didn’t take the time or do the homework. 

As you build your career, aggressively market act to create a pipeline of qualified 

contacts. Doing so will allow you the benefit of taking on only those gigs and projects 

that you enjoy and are a good fit for your business. Mind your credit and cash flow and 

take care to manage your money. Strive to create music and exceed your fans’ expecta-

tions at every step along the way. Do the same for all your industry contacts, as well.

If you do these things, the bounty will be a lifestyle that brings you flexibility, steady 

income, and much less stress than your counterparts—those who simply let their music 

business happen to them rather than taking responsibility and initiative.

Plan for your retirement early on and work toward building a nest egg that will allow 

you to retire in comfort. If you do, you can look back and think, “What a rewarding ride 

it’s been!”
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Resources

Books  

• Music Business Handbook and Career Guide, by David Baskerville

• Music, Money and Success, by Jeffrey and Todd Brabec

• The Business of Music: The Definitive Guide to the Music Industry, by William 

Krasilovsky and Sidney Shemel

• All You Need to Know About the Music Business, by Donald Passman

• A Music Business Primer, by Diane Rapaport

• What They'll Never Tell You About the Music Business: The Myths, the Secrets, the 

Lies (& a Few Truths), by Peter Thall

Websites and Blogs for Promotion and Community  

• iLike–www.iLike.com

• Last.fm–www.last.fm.com

• OurStage–www.ourstage.com

• MP3.com–www. mp3.com

• iTunes–www.iTunes.com

• MusicNomad–www.musicnomad.com

• Music Business Journal–mbj.berkleemusicblogs.com

• Digital Music News Blog–www.digitalmusicnews.com

• D-I-Y Musician Blog from CD Baby–www.diymusician.cdbaby.com
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• New Music Strategies– newmusicstrategies.com

• Music Think Tank– www.musicthinktank.com

• Bob Baker's Indie Music Promotion Blog– music-promotion-blog.blogspot.com

Social Media Communities and Tools for Musicians  

• Facebook–www.facebook.com

• Twitter–www.twitter.com

• MySpace–www.myspace.com

• HootSuite–www.hootsuite.com

• Social Oomph–www.socialoomph.com

• TweetDeck– www.tweetdeck.com

Online Services for Musicians  

• ReverbNation–www.reverbnation.com

• SonicBids–www.sonicbids.com

• iTunes–www.iTunes.com

• JinglePunks–www.jinglepunks.com

• Indaba– IndabaMusic.com

• SoundCloud–soundcloud.com

• CDBaby– www.cdbaby.com

• About.com/Musicians–musicians.about.com/u/sty/companyprofiles/onlineservices/
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CD Duplication and Related Services  

• Diskmakers–www.diskmakers.com

• MasterCopy–www.cdmastercopy.com

• DiskFaktory–www.diskfaktory.com 

• BeyondConcepts–www.bcduplication.com

Merchandise Suppliers  

• CaféPress–www.cafepress.com

• BandWear–bandwear.com

• Cooler Stubbies–www.coolerstubbies.com

• Blueberry Ink–www.blueberryink.com

• Identity Links–www.identity-links.com

Equipment and Instruments  

• Guitar Center–www.guitarcenter.com

• Sam Ash–www.samash.com

• Musicians Friend– www.musiciansfriend.com

• Paradiddles Drum Shop– www.paradiddlesdrumshop.com

Legal Services for Musicians  

• Music Law–www.music-law.com

• Music Legal Forms–www.musiclegalforms.com
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• Nolo–www.nolo.com

• Free Advice (music law)–www.freeadvice.com/law/

Assorted Collection of Resources for Musicians  

Neon Egypt–www.neonegypt.com/resources.htm
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Contact Neil Tortorella with questions, comments, etc. He’d love to 

hear from your and your thoughts about the book. Neil can be reached

by email at:

neil.tortorella@gmail.com
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