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9) Merchandise And Donations 

 

If youʼre lucky enough to have fans that want to purchase 

merchandise other than CDs, make sure you have an easy way for 

them to do so.  T-Shirts are great.  Get some made.  Posters?  

Maybe.  Donʼt invest a lot at first. 

 

Whatever you choose to make for sale, including your music, make it 

obvious on your website.  Donʼt challenge people to find out how they 

can buy stuff from you.  Make it easy. 

 

Setup either an account with PayPal or Google Checkout and create 

“Purchase” buttons to use on your website.  This makes it easy for 

people to buy stuff using their credit cards.  PayPal and Google will 

take a small percentage of the transaction, but the majority of the 

funds go into your direct-deposit account. 

 

Go ahead and offer a “Donate” button.  Who knows?  Someone out 

there may just want to donate to your cause.  Just make sure to 

explain what your cause is, so that they know just how DIY you really 

are. 
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If you are an advanced user, check out osCommerce.  osCommerce 

has tools to allow you to set up your own online store. 

 

http://www.oscommerce.com/ 

----------- 
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10)  Buy A Video Camera 

 

Streaming video on your website offers a way to communicate your 

message to your fans more authentically and intimately than just plain 

text.  Some artists record themselves in the recording studio, at a gig, 

or at rehearsals.  Fans love seeing behind the scenes stuff, donʼt 

you? 

 

There are a lot of amateurs out there.  With a video camera comes 

great responsibility.  Donʼt just assume you know what youʼre doing 

with a camera, having never used one before. 

 

Read the manual.  Study video tips and tutorials online.  Learn how to 

operate the camera the right way.  Generally speaking, keep the 

camera still.  Buy a tripod and learn how to use it. 

 

Keep in mind that you must also edit out uninteresting content.  Shots 

that go on too long are boring.  Shots that are too quick are 

frustrating.  Depending on your level of success, candidness is ok on 

camera.  Just make sure that it fits your image.  Video of Pantera 

smashing hotel rooms and drinking alcohol is acceptable.  Video of 

Pantera planting flowers is not. 
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Upload your videos to YouTube and notify others by updating your 

website, MySpace page, Twitter, etc. 

 

An alternative to the YouTube approach is by streaming your events 

live.  Check out U-Stream at http://www.ustream.tv/. 

----------- 
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11)  Publish Constantly 

 

No one likes a dead website.  Sometimes the only thing that keeps a 

website alive is the message board.  It just seems like when MySpace 

came around, artists forgot that publishing new content is what kept 

people coming back for more information.  Instead, upping your 

friends count became the new fad. 

 

Publish as much new information on you and your music as you 

possibly can.  Remember that youʼre an artist, not a gossip or news 

site.  If you blog, make it relevant.  No one cares about your day, your 

family or your friends.   

 

Today, someone might be revisiting your website for the second time 

in a week.  Tomorrow, someone else might visit your site for the first 

time.  How do you address this on your site? 

 

First time visitors appreciate a website that goes deep into you and 

your music.  Archive as much as possible on your site.  Repeat 

visitors have a desire for new information.  If your last update hasnʼt 

been for a month or two, what does that say about you? 
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Some people prefer to be spoon fed through email newsletters.  If 

your site is hosted with GoDaddy.com, then itʼs easy so set one up.  

At the beginning of each month, send out a recap of all the updates 

that youʼve posted for the previous month. 

 

Create an RSS feed, to coincide with your monthly email newsletter.   

You might want to look into creating a WordPress blog page in which 

to point your feed.  Some people prefer RSS feeds to email 

newsletters because they donʼt have to give up their email address. 

 

Twitter is all the rage nowadays.  Use it for micro-updates.  For 

example, use Twitter to give real-time updates as to how your 

recording studio session is going.  Post status updates in-between or 

along with regular website updates. 

 

Keep in mind that these are some of the most popular trends as of 

this writing.  This time next year they might be replaced with 

something else.  The end result is the same.  Publish. 

----------- 
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12)  Network With Your Peers 

 

Face-to-face networking with your peers, specifically other artists, is 

more important than engaging in social networking on Web 2.0 sites.  

The concept existed long before the social networking sites of today.  

This is where real relationships are forged, and what separates the 

men from the boys. 

 

Remember, you and your music are not in competition with other 

artists.  Being an independent recording musician, it is especially 

important to get used to the idea of working cooperatively with other 

artists.  This doesnʼt suggest you should work collaboratively to create 

a song, rather to put your collective efforts together to promote and 

encourage everyone involved. 

 

Know another band like yours?  Send them a personal email.  Theyʼre 

people too.  Better yet, give them a call.  Donʼt be afraid to speak.  

Donʼt limit yourself to a pathetic MySpace relationship.  No one takes 

you seriously there.  The most youʼll get is a virtual nod, simply to 

acknowledge your existence. 

 

Make real friends, not MySpace friends.  A good place to start is to 

find other artists in your general area who perform similar music.  Go 
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to their show.  Yes, get off of your computer and go to their show.  

After their show, introduce yourself.  If you like what they do, 

compliment them.  Wouldnʼt you appreciate someone doing the 

same? 

 

If youʼre on the receiving end of a compliment, do not take it for 

granted.  You have no idea who you are talking to.  Remember the 

name of the person with whom youʼre speaking.  Shake their hand.  

Youʼll most likely be busy packing up equipment, selling merchandise 

or speaking with other people to get involved in a lengthy 

conversation, so politely ask that the person who approached you 

send a follow-up email to chat later.  If they send you an email, do not 

ignore it.  You must answer this email or otherwise youʼll forever be 

considered a giant douche.  Youʼre above no one. 

 

If you think your fans would enjoy another artist that youʼve made 

friends with, do your best to promote their music.  This makes you 

look good by not seeming so selfish about you and your music.  After 

all, wouldnʼt you want another artist doing the same for you?  They 

deserve the attention, just like you do.  Donʼt wait for a 

recommendation.  Be proactive and offer one first. 
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After you establish a friendship, keep them in the loop as to what you 

are planning for yourself.  You never know, they may be in a position 

to help you in some way. 

 

Aside from other artists, itʼs important to acknowledge people of other 

trades who have helped you along your way.  Did your photographer 

take some great pictures of you?  Promote him on your website, even 

if youʼve paid him.  Heʼs looking for new business too.  Give him an 

incentive to want to work with you again, or even reduce his rates.  

You never know! 

 

What about your friends and family who have come to your shows?  

Donʼt forget to thank them in some way.  Mass emails saying “Thank 

You” are bad.  Donʼt do that.  Call them personally or send them a 

personal email. 

 

In general, look for opportunities to help other artists first.  It will make 

you look generous and make others want to return the favor. 

 

Making friends and showing gratitude?  What a concept! 

----------- 
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13)  Engage In Social Networking 

 

Social networking is important, but donʼt be so easily swayed into 

thinking that itʼs the end-all/be-all for your Internet presence.  Itʼs 

merely the PR ʻdivisionʼ of your company.  Since there are so many 

online social networks, itʼs impossible to belong to all of them.  Just 

pick a few that you can regularly commit to using. 

 

What is the purpose of social networking?  Social networking sites 

exist simply to facilitate discussion among people with a common 

interest.  However you choose to engage yourself in social 

networking, itʼs important to remember one thing.  While 

communication between you and your fans is important, 

communication between fans themselves is even more important.  

This is called buzz. 

 

Read about buzz in Emanuel Rosenʼs book, The Anatomy Of Buzz. 

 

Buzz will be the single most defining factor when measuring your 

success.  Think of ways to spawn discussion and implement your 

ideas. 
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Getting your fans in touch with one another should be your main 

objective when promoting your music online.  Hell, getting critics of 

your music in touch with one another is almost as relevant.  No press 

is bad press in the entertainment industry. 

 

However, participating in social networking does not mean that itʼs ok 

to spam existing online communities with posts about yourself and 

your music.  You should first establish a rapport with the community, 

and then solicit feedback in such a way that gives people an incentive 

to listen to your music.  What works in one community might not work 

in another. 

 

There are exceptions, of course.  There is at least one online 

community that is dedicated to the discussion of independent 

recording artists and their music, by the artists themselves. 

 

TheSoloAlbum.com (youʼre flying solo, remember?) 

 

Remember that stories sell an artist, not hype.  Buzz can actually start 

in the most unlikely of places – from other artists who respect what 

you do. 
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Donʼt sweat the critics.  Positive reviews are good, but so are negative 

reviews. Why?  Either way, people are talking about you.  Thatʼs 

worth more than gold.  Whether people are saying good things or bad 

things about your music, you have to realize the simple fact that itʼs 

better than if no one was talking about you at all. 

 

Remember St. Anger from Metallica? 

 

Some people HATED St. Anger.  The mix was so raw, unbalanced 

and just downright sloppy that you almost thought there was 

something wrong with the disc.  How could they release something so 

amateur?  What went wrong in the recording studio?  And no guitar 

solos? 

 

Metallica fans still bought it because they had to hear it for 

themselves.  It turns out the seemingly subpar recording quality was 

intentional.  The point is that it spawned discussion among fans and 

critics alike.  People still talk about it. 

 

Remember Bush?  What happened to them?  Did they break up?  Are 

they getting back together?  Their music fell into the depths of 

mediocrity after their first (amazing) album, thus people stopped 

talking about them.  Let that be a lesson.  A mediocre album is worse 
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than a bad album, so if you just stick to writing good music then youʼll 

be fine.  If no one cares about what youʼre doing then you might as 

well just quit. 

 

What you ultimately have to realize is that there are multiple social 

networks.  Some people use FaceBook.  Some people (still) use 

MySpace.   Some people donʼt use either.   

 

Information that you release in one market may not cross over into the 

other.  Itʼs up to you to spread the word yourself to these separate 

communities.  Solicit comments about your music, whether itʼs good 

or bad.  You should aspire to release a consistent amount of updates, 

in the form of music, news or blogs, and then engage both your fans 

and critics to discuss these updates among themselves.  Bring it on.  

No press is bad press! 

 

After you set up your website, go ahead and sign up for MySpace, 

FaceBook, Twitter, and YouTube.  Start with those four.  If one of 

them isnʼt doing anything for you, then drop it.  Do you really need to 

go anywhere else?  Are you leaving out a certain demographic by 

only posting to those sites?  Research other communities and decide 

for yourself if itʼs worth the trouble of joining. 
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Some people donʼt participate in these networks.  Perhaps they would 

rather engage themselves in online message boards.  Let them.  Just 

because you donʼt doesnʼt mean that others do the same.  Message 

boards provide a breeding ground for multi-lateral online discussion.  

Set up a message board on your site. 

----------- 
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14)  Internet Radio 

 

Internet DJs are always looking for new music.  If you're interested in 

exposure this is an easy way to get it.  It is in your best interest to 

establish a good rapport with these folks.  Start by seeking out 

Internet Radio stations that play music in the same genre as your 

own.  Write them a polite and professional email and ask them about 

their submission policy.  Common sense needs to take a step forward 

here.  If your music doesn't fit into the show's format, then don't 

submit it.  If you think your music will complement the show's format, 

by all means contact the DJ.  He or she will (usually) be glad to review 

your music and include it in their broadcast. 

 

Most good Internet Radio DJs tend to not repeat songs very often, 

preferring to use new music as much as possible every show.  Many 

DJs have set lists that get added to when new music is made 

available. 

 

There are a lot of Internet DJs out there looking for songs that you can 

provide.  The potential for measureable exposure is good. 

----------- 
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15)  TAXI 

 

TAXI is bullshit.  They canʼt help you, and they would be happy taking 

your money doing it. 

----------- 
16)  CD Baby 

 

Thereʼs no reason why you should sell your CDs through CD Baby.  

Go ahead and set up a profile there to establish a presence, but 

redirect traffic to your website.  You have the ability to ship 

internationally from your home via the same service they use.  The 

United States Postal Service. 

----------- 
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17)  Podcasts 

 

Start with these. 

 

• CD Baby DIY Musician Podcast 

• DFW Music Business Pros 

• Internet Marketing: Insider Tips And Advice For Online Marketing 

----------- 
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18)  Actively Research And Study 

 

Throw away everything you think you know about the recording 

industry.  Then go online and buy Donald M. Passmanʼs All You Need 

to Know About the Music Business.  This book will give you a really 

good idea about how the record industry really works.  Youʼll start to 

understand why so many artists are fed up with their own label.  Youʼll 

start to understand that record labels are simply companies with big 

PR divisions who force big loans to artists they sign. 

 

Those days should be over.  Unfortunately they are not.  Up and 

coming independent artists keep feeding this system, thinking that by 

“getting signed,” riches and fame will come their way.  Being signed 

used to mean something.  It meant that there was a certain credibility 

that went along with your signed status.  No longer. 

 

The majority of newly signed artists nowadays are usually signed to 

mimic a formula that had once proven successful.  “Heʼs the next 

James Brown!” theyʼd say.  Are you the next James Brown?  Or are 

you YOU? 

 

You need to create your own plan for success.  You cannot depend 

on now broken record labels.  You are flying solo. 
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With music, comes business.  You need to know how business works.  

You need to know how to tie a tie and how to shake hands.  You need 

to know marketing. 

 

Seth Godin.  Do not forget this name.  Buy his books and read his 

blog.  Do it. 

 

http://www.sethgodin.com/sg/ 

 

Donʼt stop there.  Buy other books on Internet marketing and the 

music business.  Educate yourself. 

 

Subscribe to RSS feeds, podcasts, blogs and newsletters of other 

artists, bloggers and so-called industry experts.  There will be some 

stuff thatʼs valid information for you to know.  Most of it might not help 

you.  The most important thing for you to do is to stay connected and 

understand what everyone else is talking about, and then form your 

own opinions.  Here are a few… 

 

http://www.futureofmusic.org/ 

http://www.musicthinktank.com/ 

http://newmusicstrategies.com/  
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http://www.hypebot.com/ 

 

Be careful with sites like http://newmusicstrategies.com/.  Stuff like 

this can be found there, as written by the owner… 

 

“New Music Strategies has grown to be something far bigger 

than I would ever have thought possible, thanks to you. I have 

about 5,000 readers each week, as well as sponsors and 

assistants. I have had to employ a PA (the wonderful Shelley) 

and I have a team of volunteers preparing the Newswire every 

day, and co-writing the sister website, New Music Ideas. 

 

Iʼve been on TV and radio, quoted on the web, and interviewed 

in magazines and newspapers. Iʼve written academic articles and 

newspaper columns, presented at conferences, spoken at some 

pretty great industry events, and Iʼm just polishing off a series of 

articles for Computer Music magazine. 

 

In my academic career, Iʼve become involved in two major 

funded research projects: one in conjunction with the BBCʼs New 

Media and Technology department, and another that is about to 

see me embedded in around 20 local music businesses to help 
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develop innovative new projects and solutions for these 

organisations. 

 

All in all, not a bad run for the last 12 months. I think I might 

pause for a week to catch my breath.” 

 

 

So what?  How does that help artists?  Résumés donʼt help anyone. 

----------- 
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19)  The End Of Free 

 

Making an album is hard work.  Itʼs also very time-consuming and 

expensive.  How long did it take you to write all of the songs, put a 

band together, save money, book studio time and actually record the 

music?  1-2 years of your life?  How much did you spend recording 

your album?  $5,000?  $10,000?  How many copies do you have to 

sell before you break even?  How many do you have to sell before 

you start making a profit?  Think about that before you start 

mindlessly giving away your music for free. 

 

Free is an unsustainable business model.  Some companies, like 

Google, FaceBook and MySpace, think that theyʼll be able to survive 

and thrive simply on advertising revenue.  Not true.  Google is losing 

hundreds of millions of dollar a year just on YouTube alone.  

Someone has to pay for the operation costs!  Advertising only recoups 

a fraction of what it costs to maintain the site.  Same with FaceBook.  

Same with MySpace.  Advertising will not save your business.  

Advertisers themselves know this, and are becoming increasingly 

conservative when paying for new ads. 

 

Do you listen to the so-called “Music Futurists” and bloggers who 

advocate that you should simply give your music away for free?  Just 



  53 

whose side are they on?  Most, if not all, of these “experts” arenʼt 

even artists themselves.  They have nothing to lose.  In fact, some of 

them even have a “service” that they provide for artists, specifically to 

offer what they consider to be helpful advice for those artists who 

arenʼt sure what to do next.  Oh, and for a price.  Really?  Sadly, yes. 

 

Observe this page on New Music Strategies by Andrew Dubber - 

http://newmusicstrategies.com/help/ 

 

Chris Anderson, editor-in-chief at Wired.com, argues that the price of 

digital distribution is quickly approaching zero, therefore the cost of 

bandwidth is relatively so low that itʼs not even worth the time or effort 

to even measure.  Try selling that concept to Comcast, Verizon, 

GoDaddy.com, iTunes or Google when youʼre speaking in terms of 

the ever-increasing global online presence. 

 

But canʼt these companies just make a profit on advertising?  First 

remember how much Google is losing each year on YouTube.  Then, 

consider that perhaps for a time advertising might work, but what 

happens when consumers go beyond expecting just information for 

free and start expecting products and services for free also?  What 

would be the point in advertising if no one were buying anything 

anymore? 
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One could probably even argue that declining sales within the record 

industry have directly contributed to the U.S.A.ʼs current recession. 

 

People like Dubber and Anderson are not artists.  They donʼt have 

anything to lose and donʼt really understand the real problems 

plaguing independent recording artists today.  Theyʼre of a completely 

different paradigm.  They donʼt offer any pragmatic solutions for the 

challenges that all independent recording artists face when starting 

up.  Why would anyone listen to them? 

 

If you read their blogs, after a while youʼll realize that what theyʼre 

saying doesnʼt really offer much for grassroots artists like you.  They 

seem to think that youʼre already on tour, have a manager, and are 

selling thousands of CDs.  Your music is awesome, but you can only 

sell one CD every two months.  What would they say to that? 

 

They advocate that artists should stop whining about piracy and 

instead take advantage of the added exposure it brings.  But what 

good does added exposure give an artist if consumers have been 

conditioned to expect everything for free? 
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If you ever get the chance to sit down with either Mr. Anderson or Mr. 

Dubber, ask them how they would support themselves if they were 

expected to work for free. 

 

These people are the equivalent of political commentators.   They sit 

on the sidelines, observe and comment.  They donʼt really provide any 

meaningful advice to any of the problems that plague independent 

recording artists today, such as how to literally promote you and your 

music in a way that benefits you. 

 

Do you really care about tips for touring artists?  Youʼre not even 

touring.  Most independent artists arenʼt either.  Even some signed 

artists donʼt have any tour support.  You have a 9-5. 

 

These “experts” also try to justify music piracy by spinning it like itʼs 

actually good for the artists.  Theyʼll tell you that you should give up 

trying to make money selling your music to fans, and to just 

concentrate on playing as many shows as possible to make money.  

After all, people still go to shows, right?  Sure, if youʼre Madonna or 

Pearl Jam. 
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But thatʼs not your reality.  Youʼre stuck playing at The Brass Monkey 

Saloon in downtown Baltimore with what they call a production fee.  A 

production fee? 

 

Production fees were established in dirty, run-down, scum-of-the-

earth cities that think they are still doing a good public service by 

allowing original acts to perform in their bars.  No one goes to these 

bars anymore because theyʼre in the middle of nowhere, in a bad part 

of town, and with no parking. 

 

How do bars stay in business if no one goes in to buy alcohol?  They 

take advantage of original acts that will actually pay to play their 

music.  A quick way for these bars to make money is to book 3-4 

bands a night and charge them each a $50-$100 production fee.  And 

yes, these are the exact places that Brendan Fraser referenced in the 

move Airheads.  If you play at places like this, you really will be 

playing in front of the other bands and their girlfriends. 

 

If you listen to other artists, who actually do have the type of notoriety 

and success that has given them the opportunity to legitimately tour, 

each one of them will tell you the same thing.  Theyʼll tell you that, at 

best, they just break even on the road. 
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So letʼs get this straight.  Bloggers tell you that you'll make money on 

the road.  Touring artists, the people actually out on the road, tell you 

the opposite.  Who would you believe? 

 

Face it, even if youʼre lucky enough to quit your day job, leave your 

girlfriend, sell your car and clothes to live in a van with a few other 

sweaty guys for a few months, you still have to accept that your music 

is the most prized possession that you have, and it should not be 

taken for granted. 

  

Do not give your music away for free, despite what Trent Reznor from 

Nine Inch Nails tells you.  This sets a precedent that you and every 

other artist should do the same.  Thereʼs already a whole generation 

of kids who think that they are somehow entitled to get music for free.  

If an artist offers their fans a free download, then those fans are 

LUCKY.  If they donʼt, it doesnʼt mean that fans should get their songs 

for free elsewhere.  Itʼs white-collar crime and ISPs should be 

responsible for policing this activity.  Oh, and parents too. 

 

Record contracts have traditionally never favored artists.  No one 

trusts the labels anymore.  But the fact remains that a record industry 

still needs to exist.  Big companies can either choose to save 
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themselves and redefine the industry, or fail and fade away.  Their 

choice. 

 

Until then, you must persist.  You cannot simply wait around. 

 

Itʼs ok to offer a free sample every now and then.  Businesses do this 

for new customers all the time.  Free HBO this weekend, or maybe a 

free Frosty from Wendyʼs.  But itʼs for a limited time.  Wendyʼs isnʼt 

desperate for new business, and neither is HBO.  Theyʼre simply 

trying to gain new business by temporarily, and generously, offering 

free samples. 

 

Feel free to offer streaming audio of your music on your website.  

Regardless what “experts” tell you, 30-second clips are fine.  There is 

a new term being shuffled around, desperately trying to be defined, 

called “Freemium”.  Perhaps this ʻbusiness modelʼ works for you.  If it 

does, keep in mind that your free content is not your music. 

 

But what if Wendyʼs gave everything away for free all the time just to 

attract new business?  At first, everyone would go there for free food.  

Then McDonaldʼs might do the same.  Then Burger King.  After a 

while people would be conditioned to expect all fast food for free, and 

ultimately hold no value to it, perhaps even turned off altogether. 
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To put it another way, girls wonʼt go out with a guy if she senses that 

heʼs desperate.  Once they smell desperation, they are outta there.  

No first date.  Itʼs pathetic. 

 

So what happens if these companies stop their free campaign?  

People complain.  Some people revert back to paying for food while 

others might find ways to steal.   

 

Itʼs no different for the record industry.  No income for artists (or 

labels) means no income for engineers, producers, songwriters, 

booking agents, venues and the thousands of people who staff each 

of these offices…you get the point.  Itʼs simply not sustainable.  Jobs 

would be lost and companies would go bankrupt. 

 

In fact, thousands of people have already lost their jobs at record 

labels.  These are the forgotten victims of online music piracy, laid off 

because they donʼt have “CEO” in their title.  The people in the office, 

actually running the business day to day, are actually losing their jobs.  

Look it up.  How would you feel if you lost your job because someone 

was literally stealing from you?  Anyone who openly advocates for the 

distribution of music for free is contributing to the global recession 

plaguing every country with a recording industry. 
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This threat also presents itself to the television, film and newspaper 

industries.  Recessions affect everyone.  If it hasnʼt affected you yet, it 

will soon.  Any television, film or music celebrity who isnʼt actively 

speaking out against online piracy needs to wake up. 

 

Acquiring music online without paying for it is stealing.  Because itʼs 

the 21st century, we no longer have to worry about the idea of scarcity, 

but itʼs not inventory thatʼs being stolen.  Itʼs intellectual property. 

 

Look out for the piracy advocates who claim that they have no way of 

paying for music because they donʼt have enough money.  So letʼs get 

this straight – they donʼt have enough money to pay for music, but 

they have enough to pay for a computer and Internet access?   

 

Some people are engineers.  Others are doctors.  These professions 

deal with tangibles.  Artists make their living by bringing to life the 

infinite abstracts of which the human mind can conjure.  What 

happens when no one values intellectual property anymore?  Can you 

imagine a world without artists? 

----------- 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intellectual_property


  61 

 

 

Your move. 

 

 

 

Brian Dobbs 

www.TheSoloAlbum.com | www.ConcreteProphet.com 


