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“Education is not preparation for life; education is life itself” 

- John Dewey 

 
 

 



Introduction 
Let me start by introducing myself. My name is Pete Stannard and I am a Musician, Artist, Music 

Producer and Sound Engineer. I have worked in the Music Industry for over twenty years. Over these 

years I have worked with many different artists, some have had No.1 hits, and some have not, that’s 

the way the Industry goes.  

In the interest of transparency this guide is how I approach Pre-Production as a Music Artist. 

Producers, Engineers and Studio’s may and should have a different approach, but I find this works 

effectively for me, my clients, and my studio. At the end of the day, the most important thing is that 

the songs sound awesome and everyone has a great experience to boot! 

I feel I need to get a few things straight before we continue. Pre-Production will mean different 

things to different people depending on how they are involved in the project. For example, Pre-

Production for a Sound Engineer will comprise of preparing DAW, Console and all the other tools and 

facets within that recording studio, usually a day or a few hours before recording sessions start. For 

a Producer, the task will be much bigger. Their job is to make sure the songs are the best they can 

be, so they will work with artists from the ground up. They will look at arrangement, tempo, key, etc 

and produce demo versions of each song to work from. They make sure the right studio is booked 

with all the right engineers, not to mention being a go between the artists and their record 

company. So, please do keep in mind I am looking at this from an Artists point of view and how I feel 

the process fits with the Music Industry in the 21st Century. 

As an artist I find the Pre-Production stage of a project is one of, if not the most important parts of 

the overall project and by project, I mean Single, EP or Album. Yet, it is one of the most overlooked 

processes of a production. Think of Pre-Production as the foundation that rest of the stages, 

Recording, Mixing, Mastering, sit upon.  

A good analogy for this is, if you have ever seen a structure being built, a house, block of flats or a 

skyscraper. The engineers and construction workers will spend months, digging out and installing the 

foundations of that building. Then suddenly the building goes from pretty much a hole in the ground 

to floors, walls, and a roof in a matter of weeks. This is because the foundations have not only been 

laid but laid out correctly. Because if the floors, walls, and roof are not on good solid foundations, 

guess what happens? Yep, the whole thing comes crashing down with a bang! 

This guide is so much more than telling your Guitarist to have spare strings and your Drummer to 

bring some Moon Gel. While, these things are important for a recording session, I feel that this sort 

of practical advice is a small facet of what needs to be considered and applied before you step foot 

in any recording studio. Going back to our analogy. Strings and Moon Gel are like bricks and mortar, 

you also need to know how many stories the building is going to be before you lay those 

foundations. A clear and concise plan from conception to completion is what is needed if you are 

going to achieve the goals you set out for yourself no matter what those goals are. 

 

 

 

 

 



Well Pre-Production can vary depending on what stage your career is at and what your end goals 

are. For a lot of artists starting out, Pre-Production begins and ends at arrangement, tempo, key, 

etc... basically song writing. These are important, but if you are looking to make your music into a 

profession, then you will have to do much more. Like my tutor at Guitar Tech said on our first day 

“You’re not a professional musician until you are paid to play music and nothing else”. Okay, this can 

be a little ambiguous but if you are looking at this from purely a business point of view, then he was 

not wrong.  

I find the biggest problem that Artists face is mindset, and we will mainly address this within this 

guide. Getting your head around the fact that if you want to make a profession from your music you 

are starting a business, like it or loath it, the simple fact is you are in the business of sales and 

generating listeners. A quote the comedy legend Andy Kaufman got from a promoter at the 

beginning of his career applies here. “This is show business son. There’s no show without the 

business and there’s no business without the show”.  

If you are thinking “this sounds like something the record company will sort out once I’ve signed a 

contract”. Well think of it like this. If you’re going to Record Companies/Labels seeking a recording 

contract, will you be a better or worse prospect if you can prove you can sell records? Please do 

keep in mind that these companies are looking to invest in artists. But they aren’t doing this out of 

kindness, they will get a return on that investment and sadly the artist is usually one of the last in a 

long list of people to receive any back-end payment or royalty, so much so, Record Companies will 

recoup all the money invested before you see a penny. 

In September 2020 I co-produced a single for an artist that reached number 1. Subsequently, I was 

asked how I did this in lockdown, during the worst pandemic in one hundred years? My answer was 

simple, I didn’t. While I helped to produce a great sounding song, the reason it got to number one is 

because the artist in question did some great pre-production work beforehand. She spent her time 

in lockdown playing live streams, getting merchandise and social media awareness together, 

speaking to me and the other producer about the project and generally getting on with the business 

of not only selling her single but getting it heard by as many people as possible when it was released.    

The main reason I include the business side of things to this pre-production guide is because it can 

affect how you approach the production. If you want your song to be played on the radio, things like 

track length and language become a factor. Some aspects can be done after the production is 

complete, but I find if you have everything in place before hand then there should be no unwelcome 

surprises or missed opportunities.  

The good news is business is business and good business works no matter what industry you are in. 

If you aren’t already, I would start reading business strategy books, listening to podcasts and 

whatever else to get yourself educated on this subject. Check out the resources section of this guide 

for great books, podcasts and blogs but there is a huge amount of material on this so please look 

into this yourself, if you find anything of note please email me at pete@greenwaveproductions.co.uk 

and I’ll take a  look at and add it to this guide. Thanks in advance. 
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Where to Start with your Goals. 
I find a good place to start is at the end. Sounds a bit strange I know but think of it like this. What is 

your overarching goal? And try to be honest with yourself, there is nothing wrong with wanting to be 

rich and famous the main thing is having a goal in mind. Then it is a simple case of getting from 

where you are now to where you want to be, right? Easier said than done, if it were that easy, we 

would all be living in mansions, getting snapped by paparazzi. 

On the flip side let us say your end goal is to purely release music to share your art. Again, there is 

nothing wrong with producing music and not expecting financial or any other gain, the main 

difference will be people’s perception of you as a professional, but this does not mean you cannot 

have professionalism and produce professional sounding recordings. The Pre-Production stage will 

be slightly different from the previous example but if you still want a professional sounding record, 

you will need to get the Pre-Production right. 

Let us say that your project is to make a five song EP. 
The songs are written, and you and your band have rehearsed the crap out of them, and you know 

them like the back of your hands, awesome stuff job well done. But what’s next? I am guessing you 

want to record a kick ass EP!! No worries, Google recording studios near me, find one you like the 

look of and book a day, the studio will take care of the rest. Then when you’re done, you’ll put the 

EP on Spotify and become rich and famous, after all simple plans never fail. Well, this plan is flawed 

at best.  

Let’s work backwards:  

Streaming sites: While they are a great way to distribute your music to a worldwide audience, they 

do pose a few problems.  

Firstly, they are massively saturated, depending on which platform you go with, Soundcloud has over 

20 million creators. Oddly enough, it’s hard to calculate how many artists are on Spotify but one 

thing we do know is 43,000 artists make up just 10% of its top streaming artists, according to Rolling 

Stone Magazine, I’ll let you do the maths but it’s a lot of artists overall.  

Secondly, the royalty pay outs are not much to write home about. At the time of writing this 

Spotify’s rates are around $0.00437 while Apple Music is $0.00783 per stream. Even these can vary 

depending on location, listener subscription type, artist royalty rate and relative pricing and currency 

depending on region. To make a living (not a particularly decent living) purely from this revenue 

stream you will need to consistently stream well into the millions yearly, here is a little maths: 

Spotify rate $0.00437 x 1 million streams gives you a massive $4,370.00. Then imagine you are in a 

four-piece band and you’ve decided to split everything equally, that leaves $1,092.50 each per 

million streams, that’s in US Dollars so if you are based in other countries, this could be a much 

smaller amount depending on exchange rate, and that’s not accounting for production costs, 

advertising, so on and so forth. Not going to pay the mortgage off anytime soon with that!  

Here is a link to a blog that will give you more detail regarding streaming platforms, there’s even a 

royalty calculator:  

https://www.dittomusic.com/blog/how-much-do-music-streaming-services-pay-musicians 

Thirdly, your songs will potentially be played either before or after some of the largest, most 

legendary artists ever know. I know it sounds awesome to think listeners will hear your songs in with 

all your favourite bands and artists but if your songs are not to the same standards, you will likely get 
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skipped or worse put people off your music. Also, these major artists and their Record Companies 

will have invested heavily in advertising and promotion of their releases. It would be wise to keep an 

eye on when artists within your genre are releasing songs. A good promotional campaign will be able 

to use the major artists momentum to generate new listeners and excite established fans. While a 

poor campaign will get lost in the noise and excitement that the major artist will generate. 

Well, if streaming sucks for an artist why is everyone on them? The reason streaming sites makes 

sense for major artists is because this is a numbers game. They will be able to hit the numbers 

needed to make streaming very lucrative. Plus, major artists or their record companies would 

probably have negotiated a bigger rate per-stream.  For non-established artists, the numbers really 

struggle to be meaningful, so why do it? Well, I think the answer to this again comes down to 

mindset. I would look at streaming sites as a way of reaching a global audience, rather than a 

revenue stream and try to concentrate your efforts on getting your songs onto established playlists 

within the main sites. 

You are probably asking yourself, “how the hell am I going to make a living from my music then?” I 

know this may sound a little old fashioned and some may even say that these are no longer relevant. 

But I still think the best way for a new or up and coming artist is to sell what is known in the industry 

as “mechanical” copies of your music. Sorry to use the jargon “mechanical” but this is basically 

physical copies of your music, CD, Cassette, USB, and Vinyl. In fact, small and independent labels still 

rely on physical sales as their most profitable way of selling music. These small labels are usually 

where up and coming artists get their first breaks, it is exceedingly rare that an artist will leapfrog to 

a large or major record company.  So, again you will be a much better prospect if you can prove that 

you can sell physical copies as well as some merchandise, to really seal the deal.  

This isn’t to say that you shouldn’t do both digital and physical versions of your music. I would 

strongly suggest both and not ignore one or the other. But I would try to work out a strategy that 

does not make the physical copies irrelevant. I would sell your physical stock before you put your 

music on streaming services because there will be little incentive for people to buy physical copies if 

they can listen to it for free online. Also, I would try to make the physical copies somewhat personal 

for your fans buying it, maybe a bonus song that won’t be released on streaming sites, you can add 

small pieces of merchandise, things like stickers, badges or possibly even a discount on larger 

merchandise like T-Shirts and Hoodies. 

Studios and how to find the right one for you: 
Well, this can be a bit of a mine field. Do you go with location or gear or instruments available or just 

the vibe of the place? If I had to be brutally honest with you 99.9% of people listening to your music 

don’t care about which studio, what gear and what the vibe is like in that studio they don’t care 

about! This is purely for you; the right environment can make or break a performance. Within 

reason, I wouldn’t worry so much if they have this sort of compressor or that sort of microphone. 

Personally, I think it is all about how the record sounds at the end of the production.  

Let us presume you do not have an outside Producer, so you are sorting this all out yourselves. You 

will probably go on-line and see what’s out there. Nothing wrong with that it’s a great way of doing 

some solid research, make sure you check their portfolio of previous work. Ask yourself this: How 

good is the finished production? Is it radio ready or does it meet your intended goals? Do they 

specialise in one genre of music? If so, is it the genre you are in? If they have no portfolio then 

please tread carefully. But Google searches does not have to be the only course of action. One thing 

you can do is go on Bandcamp and search for bands according to genre and location. If you hear a 



band you like the sound of, they may have credited the studio and/or Producer and you can contact 

the relevant parties from there. Or if not, why not contact the band in question and ask, you never 

know this could flourish into a relationship between two bands and you could collaborate with gigs. 

Another way would be referrals from friends and family. Please be careful when getting advice from 

friends and family. They will have the best of intentions but be sure to do your due diligence, just 

because things went smoothly for them doesn’t mean it will for you. I wouldn’t take anything at face 

value. 

How to approach prospective studios 
What I would do is speak to the studio directly and then within that conversation I’d look for red 

flags that help decide if I want to use them or not and this can depend on how involved you want the 

studio to be. Do you want the engineer to have some input in the overall production? If so, does the 

engineer know much about the sound you’re going for, not only overall but each instrument and 

vocal performance? 

Let us say you are self-producing but would like input from the studio. If you have no prior 

experience of producing, I will highly recommend this, but it does come with some caveats which are 

some of the red flags I mentioned above.  

In most instances the engineer will give advice. So, what do we know about the engineer? Do they 

have any experience with the genre of music you’re in? Do they have experience working with bands 

or have they mainly worked with solo artists? Can you listen to a portfolio of their work?  

Please keep in mind, if you do not want input from the studio and you are self-producing, then this 

first conversation is the time to say so. But please be warned, you cannot expect the studio staff to 

have input on the project on the day. This can be a recipe for disaster because the studio would be 

advising with no prior knowledge of your intended sound and goals. 

My first and probably most fundamental Red Flag would be if the studio just wants you to book time 

and asks nothing regarding the project. For me this is a deal breaker, if you have made it clear that 

you would like input from the engineer, I would expect them to want as much information regarding 

the project as possible. Everything from which services do you want, to instruments and 

instrumentation sound, overall sound, and end goals. 

Studio Chain or a Single Studio? 
There is no law that says you must Record, Edit, Mix and Master at the same studio. If you choose to 

use multiple studios in this way, I call this the chain method of production. One studio for recording, 

and/or editing, another for mixing and lastly one for mastering. This method is far more time 

consuming because of the extra research, and it will take a lot more organisation, but the benefits 

can be vast because you will be able to pinpoint the best engineer for any given task. Also, it gives 

you a chance to build future relationships with more industry professionals. Another Red Flag would 

be if a studio doesn’t offer to speak to the other studios either side of their chain link to make sure 

technical specifications are met throughout your chain of studios, if they can’t be bothered to make 

sure basic things like bit, sample rates and file format are consistent, then what else can’t they be 

bothered with?  

The other option would be to use one studio for all services. This will be much easier but there will 

be downsides. Whatever weaknesses this engineer has will come through on your songs. Will they 

be great at all aspects of your project? I would strongly suggest that if you are impressed by an 



individual’s portfolio, make sure you know exactly what part they had to play in the overall 

production. It’s not uncommon for studios to farm services out to other studios and mastering 

suites. 

You have found the perfect studio and you want to book but how 

much should you spend? 
This is a source of big debate not only among Musicians, Record Companies but Producers and 

Studio owners themselves. Budgets can be a tricky animal to tame. You want the best while 

retaining value for money. Try to work a budget out from your own perspective rather than asking a 

studio “How much will it cost for me to record a song, an EP or Album”. I’m sorry but questions like 

these are bullshit questions that usually leads a bullshit answers like “Depends on your budget” or 

“How much do you have?”. Firstly, as a Music Producer “the how much does it cost” question, 

especially with no other information, is a Red Flag regarding whether I want to work with this artist. 

Secondly, I wouldn’t give the “What’s your budget” answer because I would need far more 

information regarding the project and then I would go from there.  

The problem with budgets is they are wide ranging. Metallica ended up spending 1 million dollars on 

The Black album in 1991, while Nirvana spent just 600 dollars two years before on their album 

Bleach. Bleach has sold an estimated 1.9 million copies and The Black album has sold a whopping 

100 million copies worldwide, making them the third largest selling act behind Garth Brooks and the 

Beatles. These examples highlight the wide range of budgets that are used within the music industry. 

But their successes are not just due to the amount that was spent on the production in the first 

place. Their success was also due to how these albums were advertised and marketed. Spending 

$1,000,000 on a production doesn't guarantee that you are going to sell 100 million copies of your 

album, if you get your marketing wrong the likelihood of you selling that number of copies are very 

slim indeed.  

Therefore, I would strongly recommend that when you come to budget your production I would try 

to include as many components as possible, these components should include as well as the costs 

for recording mixing and mastering. Also, marketing, video production, website, duplication, 

merchandising and printing etc.   

How much should you expect to spend on your production? 
Well, this will depend on you, how much you are willing to spend and what point your career is at. If 

a record company is involved, then the budget will be set by them. As the two examples show you 

can spend a little bit of money and have success and you can spend a lot of money and have even 

more success. But at the end of the day both albums have songs that are still being played on the 

radio to this day. I think my point is it does not really matter how much you spend it is much more 

about producing something that meets your short and/or long-term goals, a record you are proud of 

and something you're happy to share with the rest of the world. But you also need to be realistic. 

Studios, Engineers and Producers are running businesses themselves. Let’s say you want your five-

song demo mixed and the studio charges £200 per song, that’s £1000.00. If you’re in a five-piece 

band, you’ll need to find £200 each. If everyone in your band is earning the UK minimum wage, 

which is currently at around £9 per hour and you are only Producing one EP this year, 9 goes into 

200 twenty-three times (rounding up). That means each band member will have to work an extra 

twenty-three hours per year, that’s less than 2 hours per month. Now, I’m sorry to be brutal but if 

your bandmates can’t work an extra two hours a month to get the budget together, you should have 

some serious questions about their commitment to the band. 



Producers 
As I mentioned before a Producers job is to work on the songs from the ground up. A great Producer 

will be able to make your songs sound fantastic. They will also be able to work with you to help you 

achieve your goals. But much like the studio that has input on your project they need to know as 

much about your overall vision for the project as well as what sonic qualities you want from each 

instrument and vocal performance. They should look at what key the song is in and if that’s the best 

fit for the vocal performance, tempo, arrangement, etc… They will also arrange studios and which 

engineers to work with. There are a few things to keep in mind when working with Producers. As a 

songwriter you may have to give over some creative control a good Producer can only do so much, if 

you’re not willing to be flexible, then you will render a Producer useless. Also, keep in mind that a 

Producer will be a go between yourself and a Record Company if there is one involved. Sometimes it 

can be a fine balancing act between an artist’s vision and what a Record Company feels will sell. 

When it comes to finding the right Producer, again I would look at his or her portfolio, maybe speak 

to artists they have worked with before and try to get an idea of what they were like to work with. If 

your happy to proceed after that I would set up a rehearsal and invite them along, go for a beer or a 

coffee after and see if you all get on well. A good Producer will want demo recordings to work from. 

These can vary from a mobile phone in a rehearsal room to live recording session in a studio, this is a 

personal preference, some Producers like to dig into the detail from the outset, while others like to 

just get a feel for what’s going on. There is no right or wrong here. 

Reference Tracks 
Another Flag would be regarding reference tracks. Reference tracks are songs from other artists that 

can be used as a point of reference for sonic quality, loudness, panning, etc. Please keep in mind that 

these tracks are only a point of reference and plagiarism will NOT be tolerated because these songs 

will be protected by copywrite law. Reference tracks are a great way for Producers, Engineers, and 

even other Musicians to hear the sort of sound you’re going for. Take your favourite songs and go 

from there. You can break it down to instruments, so one song for Guitars another for Drums and 

another for Bass, so on and so forth. If a studio doesn’t ask for these, especially if they are doing 

mixing and mastering services, I would be willing to walk away unless you feel you are able to 

communicate the sound you want using terms within the frequency range, but even then, I would 

tread carefully. 

Some Practical Tips and Advice 
Here is some practical tips and advice regarding what to do just before any recording session and 

what to bring. I won’t go into too much detail because a lot of it is common sense, there is to many 

instruments to cover and most studios should send a quick email reminder on what to bring and 

how to prepare. 

Instruments 

Will you want to use any of the in-house instruments and gear if any are available? As a rule of 

thumb, I tend to err on the side of, have my own gear, then I will only need to use in-house gear as a 

last resort or if you need to add something a bit different. I find it is better to be safe than sorry but 

if you want to use any of the in-house equipment, make sure it is in good working order. The same 

should be said about your own gear. OK, we all can’t have custom built instruments and techs to 

make sure they are in the best condition but restringing and setting up guitars and basses, also, 

replacing drumheads, etc… are relatively inexpensive and easy to do. A good idea is to get your 

amplifiers and speakers checked over just so your free from hums, pops, and crackles. Remember, 



the better the sound going into the microphone better the sound of the recording, therefore better 

mix, and master. This really should go without saying but try to have spares of things like strings, 

picks, leads, batteries, tuners, sticks, brushes, mallets, moon gel, music stands and whatever 

paraphernalia you might need. 

Singers 

Probably my best piece of advice for singers no matter how good you are, I always recommend 

running through the songs with a good reputable singing teacher or coach. If you have backing 

singers try to arrange for all of you to go at the same time. This does not make you any less of a 

singer if anything it shows a true level of professionalism. It’s a practise carried out by the best 

professional singers in the business mainly to lend another ear to what they are doing. There is 

nothing wrong in making sure everyone is harmonised properly and the vocal performance is the 

best it can be, after all the vocal is the most important part of any song! Apart from this and I know 

it’s not very rock and roll but getting drunk and doing karaoke the night before is a bad idea. Also, 

things like Vocal Zone and herbal tea can be great for throats. Try to stay away from too much dairy 

as this can congeal on vocal cords. If you decide to have some last-minute rehearsals, I’d hold back 

and try not to overdo it. Try not losing your voice the day before a session. 

In Conclusion 
Personally, I and every engineer I have spoken to hate to hear the phrase “We’ll sort it out in the 

mix”. Always try to get the best recording possible do not rely on sorting things out with pitch 

correction and compression or whatever. If these things are over done or not done well, your songs 

will sound unnatural and robotic. 

I would try to be as goal orientated as possible, rather than getting to bogged down on which studio, 

what pro audio gear they have and which Producer to use. At the end of the day, you are trying to 

create a sound that is unique to you. You will need to have the right people around you to make that 

happen. This will include everyone involved from band mates, session musicians, producers, and 

engineers. These people, as individual’s, may be great at what they do but can they help you to 

move your career forward or will they ultimately hold you back or let you down? You must be the 

boss of your career in the music industry because no one else is going to do it for you.   

Consider your end goal, then break that down into manageable steps. Plan and execute one step at a 

time to reach your end goal. The plans may vary slightly as you go along and that’s okay because 

different factors can arise as time goes on. The main thing is you will be able to move your career 

forward to reach your goals, make some awesome music and, like I said before, have a great 

experience to boot! 

Thank you for reading this book. I hope you have found it helpful and informative. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Resources 
These resources may not be directly connected to the music industry but the information in them 

can be extrapolated and applied. 

Books:  

The Compound Effect:  

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Compound-Effect-Jumpstart-Income-

Success/dp/0306924633/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=the+compound+effect&qid=1609850560

&sr=8-1 

The E Myth Revisited: 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Myth-Revisited-Small-Businesses-

About/dp/B00FZXTPS0/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=e+mith&qid=1609850617&sr=8-1 

Blue Ocean Strategy: 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Blue-Ocean-Strategy-Uncontested-

Competition/dp/B002SQ5DM4/ref=sr_1_1?crid=2YMA2IHOO7LPX&dchild=1&keywords=blue+ocean

+strategy&qid=1609850750&s=audible&sprefix=blue+ocean+%2Caudible%2C150&sr=1-1 

Podcast:  

6 Figure Creative:  

https://www.thesixfigurehomestudio.com/podcast/ 

Creative Pep Talk: 

https://www.creativepeptalk.com/ 
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