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Introduction

Itʼs almost 2016! And as much as the world itself has changed, the music 
industry has changed...maybe even more! With new artists emerging on 
the scene almost every other day, the urge for undiscovered artists to 
breakout is rising. With this surge, itʼs imperative to have a clear and 
concise plan of attack. The “independent artist” can either be a record  
labelʼs scariest foe or funniest joke. Here are a few tips to make sure that 
you get those labels shaking in their boots!
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I. Have a Dream

A. Make sure itʼs realistic!

If youʼve dreamt about being a doctor all your life, be a doctor...not a
singer. Consistency is key!

B. Make sure you actually have the talent to realize this dream

1. Everyone can sing, what matters is how well. Get the 
training you need to be the best you can be (vocal 
lessons, music theory, dance/acting classes, etc.).

2. Donʼt be your own judge. Go to another skilled singer, 
teacher, or other experienced person and get advice from 
them. No, your friends and family donʼt count. They love 
you way too much to tell you the truth.

3. Even if youʼre an amazing singer, make sure you know 
which side of the microphone youʼre supposed to be on. 
You may have more success (and money) being a writer, 
arranger, or even a background vocalist. Find out first 
what your strength is and then run with it. Not the other 
way around.



II. Invest In YOURSELF, FIRST!!!

A. Donʼt quit your day job

Making music costs money. If you have none, no one will hear you.

B. Save your money

If this is important to you, maybe you can forgo the latest movie, 
swag, night out, (insert extravagant expense here), etc.

C. Plan to pay

1. Producers, studios/engineers, and musicians cost. Make 
sure you plan ahead of time to compensate them. They will be 
the ones to help you realize your dream.

2. Create a budget. Ask around for pricing and come up with an 
estimate on how much you think your project will cost. Most 
producers/studios will work with you on pricing but you have to 
be up front and come to them with realistic numbers. They have 
got to eat and pay bills too and usually wonʼt be worried about 
your personal financial issues.

III. Come Up With A Game Plan

A. What kind of artist are you trying to be?

1. Are you doing music for yourself? You donʼt need a studio for 
that. Get Garageband or Adobe Audition and have fun at home.

2. Are you doing music for your family and friends? Have them 
pay for your studio time. Itʼll be the best investment theyʼve ever 
made since they need your music so much.



3. Are you making music for the world? Understand that you will 
be spending more money than youʼll make at first, but itʼll all be 
worth it if you stay consistent.

B. Do your homework

1. Find out the components of what makes a great song: 
Musicians, writers, singers, song structure, vocal 
arrangements…

2. Know your business. Sign up with a performing rights 
organization such as ASCAP or BMI. Copyright your songs, and 
make sure you have valid legal agreements with all of your co-
creators if necessary.

C. Discover your target audience

1. Hit the open mic scene and see how an audience responds 
to your talent. A familiar song done well will always get the 
listeners on your side.

2. Utilize social networks like Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, 
Twitter, among a host of others to get an idea of your core 
audience and “buzz-ability”

D. Go back to the drawing board

Collect your buzz data and let that guide some of your creativity. 
Once youʼve figured out what the audience wants, you can give them 
all of that plus a dose of your true creative self!

E. Secure a team

At any given time, you may come across a manager or company who
sees your vision and can take it further than you can do alone. 
Evaluate their track record, ability, availability, and financial backing to 
see if theyʼre a good fit for you and your dream. Having a team can 



take a lot of the stress out of being an independent artist. Just make 
sure theyʼre the right team for you.

IV. Commence Creation!

A. One song is never enough

Just because youʼve done one really great song doesnʼt mean itʼs 
time for the world to hear it. Stay in the lab! It may take 10 songs 
before you find that ONE!

B. Try different things

You may know what you want to sound like, but you may never know
how good you really sound until youʼve done something out of the
ordinary. You might just stumble upon something amazing!

C. Remain humble

1. Thereʼs always room for growth. Your engineers, writers, 
producers, or manager may hear something you donʼt, and that 
one thing could be the difference between a mediocre one-hit-
wonder and a legendary hit.

2. Listen to other music. Donʼt copy other artists, but study 
technique, structure, and style and see what you can take away 
that works for you.Thereʼs a reason why those songs are on the 
radio. Find out why and apply those principles to your music!

D. Speak Up!

Even in staying humble, no one knows your voice better than you. If 
the music isnʼt right, or the lyrics are too far away from who you are, 
speak up! Never let anyone just run away with your gift!



E. Know when to stop and take breaks

1. When youʼve made your point, move on. You donʼt have to 
add every single vocal, ad-lib, and harmony to a song to be 
satisfied. Less is definitely more.

2. If youʼre over budget, stop, regroup, reassess, and continue.    
If you canʼt continue, re-evaluate your approach and then 
consolidate.

3. No one said you had to do a full 12-song album. As a brand 
new artist, a 5 song EP is more than adequate to introduce 
yourself to the world.

F. Donʼt waste time and always come prepared

1. Show up on time (if not early), and ready to work. Your
engineer/producerʼs time is valuable and itʼs only right to make 
them feel good about investing that time into your dream 
(especially for those of you who are not paying them up front).

2. If youʼre writing your own songs, they should be written and 
rehearsed before you get into the booth, unless you have an 
arrangement with your engineer to do so in the session.

3. Make sure you have your features (rappers, singers, etc.) 
present and ready to record.

4. Dismiss the entourage. Honestly, they only get in the way of 
the creative process. That includes your kids. They do have 
something called “babysitters” (that should be a part of your 
budget).



V. Donʼt Sleep

A. Promotion and content is everything

1. Once your music is created, follow your plan. Hit the blogs, 
hit the social networks. Let the world know youʼre here and 
thereʼs a real reason to buy your music.

2. Create and gather visuals to boost your product. Photo-
shoots, videos, interviews, etc. can all help move a project even 
further.

B. Donʼt go on vacation (at least not until Christmas)!

Just because youʼre musicʼs done and youʼve got a couple shows 
under your belt doesnʼt mean itʼs time to go have fun. As soon as you 
disappear, that leaves the door open for the next artist to come and 
steal your audienceʼs attention.

C. Define your TRUE competition

You are NOT competing with local artists. At least not how you think.
Your competition is the artist whoʼs already signed. You have to make 
the industry and the world believe that you deserve to have your 
music released on the same day as them and that the radio can blast 
your new single right before or after theirs. Youʼre gunning for Trey 
Songz and Rihannaʼs spots. Not your peers! They donʼt even have a 
spot yet!

D. Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon

You donʼt always have to perform when you go out. Sometimes the
biggest threat is the one no one sees coming. Most success in this
industry is about being in the right place at the right time. Go to album
release events, hang out at other studios, go to showcases and 
concerts. BE SEEN!



VI. Solidify your name, your worth, and your brand!

A. Make your money back

Record labels will only invest in an artist that can prove a substantial
return on their investment. Show them your numbers by tracking 
sales, video hits, show attendance, press clips and blurbs, etc. These 
all add up into usable numbers by a label.

B. Get them talking!

1. If youʼve done your job right, the labels should know about 
you before you know about them. The industry is about the size
of a high school and pretty much everybody knows everybody. 
Your name should be buzzing around A&R offices like crazy.

2. Personality and a personable nature goes a long way. 
Keeping a positive reputation as an artist is hard to do, but 
having integrity will always work in your favor. Stay humble and 
confident from the studio to the label and watch the doors fly 
open!

C. Know who you are

Your look, your demeanor, your speech; all of this defines who your
audience, the labels, and the listeners actually get to meet. These 
things will either attract or disgust them so choose wisely. If your artist 
persona is a jerk, be the best jerk ever. But if your artist demeanor is 
an earthy, world-peace loving flower child, itʼs probably best not to be 
a jerk.



Final Thoughts

These are just some things Iʼve learned by being blessed with the 
opportunity to experience both sides of this game. No two paths will ever 
be the same and these rules may not apply to a unique situation (i.e. some 
reality TV show style competition, getting discovered by Clive Davis in 
someoneʼs basement, etc.). But, these are just some of the basic principles 
that I believe can make your chances of succeeding in this business very 
good, or at the very least, less of a headache.

You have to understand that the initial goals of being a hometown hero or 
being able to make your family and friends proud starts with the right 
amount of work ethic, thought, and effort. Succeeding and surviving in this 
business involves much more than music and talent itself. The most 
successful artists are well-versed in the business of music just as much as 
they are in the creation of music.

Truth be told, if these concepts are too far-fetched or seem too hard for you 
to do, this may not be the business for you. It takes thick skin, tons of 
patience, and a drive like no other. Itʼs more than just being on stage or 
being famous. Itʼs about longevity.


