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INTRODUCTION


“I do a lot of music composition, but I need Bono to finish the song, so we complement each other; we don’t ever cancel each other out. It’s addictive. We shine brighter working together than we ever could on our own, and I think that’s why the band is still together, as much as the friendships are sort of the same… meaning, the friendships are real, and they work.”


THE EDGE (U2)
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Scan this code to listen to the songs featured in the book.





 


Where do I begin? For starters, this is not an autobiography, although I’m that long-winded I could write a whole book on JUST my story. Instead I’ll edit this intro down to just give you a snippet of my journey. Before I get into all the knowledge and wisdom I’ve learned along the way about being a songwriter and forging a successful career in the music industry, I feel it’s important to tell you a bit of my story. I want you to have full context around how I got here and why I am writing this book, and I want you to feel safe in my hands and know that everything I’m talking about is coming from my lived experiences.


There are a lot of books out there that talk about how to write a song, but just like the title says, it really is ‘not JUST a song’. Now don’t get me wrong, the song is a massive piece, your talent is a massive piece, being a great songwriter is a massive piece, but I’ve met some of the most talented people who don’t know or were never shown how to actually make it in the music industry, how to navigate the business side. Talent isn’t always enough… There are so many factors that go into making a successful long-lasting career in music. And there’s a lot that needs to align for a song to be a hit.
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RuthAnne singing at karaoke aged 7








Where I started


I’ve been singing and writing songs since I was 7 years old, a proud, wee Irish girl from a very small house in Dublin City suburbs, a working-middle-class background. We didn’t have much money, but I never even knew that until I was older; to me I had everything I needed. Our house was full of song, singing, dancing, laughter, imaginative play. My parents played guitar and piano and sang in church every Sunday and music echoed in every room in our house. My dad air-guitaring to Led Zeppelin and Phil Lynott, my mum baking in the kitchen humming along to Garth Brooks. Music was the soundtrack in our house. The great storytellers were always playing – Carole King, Leonard Cohen, James Taylor, Aretha Franklin – and I was hooked on their every word. My mum will tell you that it was on my Christening day as I was put to bed, a classic Irish sing-song began and the whole neighbourhood was singing all night long in my garden, me fast asleep by the window, the music like a lullaby to my ears. My mum is convinced something happened that night, music was pumped into my veins like the air I breathe, and my fate was set. My first words were also sung… I sang the theme tune to The Snowman – ‘Walking in the Air’ – as my dad flew me around in his arms.


A wee Irish girl


I was in church choir from when I was 4 years old. Usually the joining age was 6 or 7 but I would sit in church belting out the songs from the pews, so they had no choice but to let me join early! This is where I learned song structure; we were handed lyric sheets with verse, pre-chorus, and every week there was choir practice and then mass on Sunday. This is where I had my first solo, an exciting day that I don’t remember of course but my parents do. I sang ‘This little light of mine, I’m gonna let it shine’. I was so tiny I think people clapped just in awe of my size and confidence at that age, and most of all I just loved music and singing. In fact, my parents said I sang everywhere we went. There’re plenty of stories of me standing on tables and chairs in our local pub, McDonalds and Burger King, singing at the top of my lungs for anyone who would listen.
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RuthAnne singing, aged 7








I also spent many years in a local Irish stage school, The Billie Barry Stage School, and I lived for it! Dancing and singing on theatre stages all around Ireland, it really gave me amazing experiences of performing, auditions, rehearsals, how to be professional, and the training I got there was the most amazing foundation for the music industry I could’ve possibly had.


Songwriting start


Songwriting followed from 7 years old. I started by re-wording existing songs for my mum and dad’s birthdays and Mother’s Day, replacing lyrics with simple cuteness: ‘I love my mum, you’re the best dad’, etc. From there I wrote my first song called ‘He Lied to Me’ which was three lines sung over and over getting louder each time… My mum’s first reaction was, ‘That’s great, but who lied to you?’ This was swiftly followed by my first proper full song called, ‘Baby I Need You’ (I didn’t say it was a good song btw… but a song nonetheless). It was simple, direct, and I had no idea who I was talking about at 7 years old, but it became a hit around the neighbourhood… as in my local friendship group. We would sing it all day and all night. My parents were never pushy but just nicely encouraging, saying things like, ‘That’s so good. Well done, can you write another one?’ They were always so interested, they listened to every song I wrote from start to finish and always encouraged me to keep writing.


To say I became a professional songwriter at 17 years old always feels weird to me because I had written over 600 songs by the time I was 17. I had been singing since I could talk and recording myself from age 10 with my dad’s mic and an old 2-track tape recorder he gave me, singing Mariah Carey riffs over and over until I got them perfect, teaching myself how to harmonise. I’d been playing the piano since I was 12 and started making beats out of loop CDs I got for free in cereal boxes aged 13. By 14 I had formed my own girl band (my four best friends) and by 15 we were in recording studios all over Dublin, trying to make it to the top. So to me, it was just always what I did, professional or not, it was my passion, my obsession, my everything. It was what I was meant to do and there was really nothing else I was good at. Singing and songwriting, that was me and still is.


Technically speaking, I never made a dime from songwriting until I became a professional songwriter at 17 years old. So I’ve now been twenty years in the music industry professionally, which is WILD!! I feel so old saying that but it’s the truth. Am I the biggest songwriter in the world? No, not even close, but am I a successful songwriter? I would say, hell yes! And I would say that proudly because I’ve worked very hard for every bit of success and forged a long-term career doing what I love. I’ve also admittedly been in the right place at the right time – by fate or by the choices I made that led me to those places and opportunities. Either way, I’ve had lucky breaks and I’ve had to make my own luck and work incredibly hard.
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RuthAnne singing, aged 10








I’ve also nearly quit every year since I started. But I haven’t given up yet. I’ve fought for my spot, I’ve cried, I’ve laughed, I’ve travelled the world. I’ve been in every type of writing room and writing scenario you can think of, and I’ve worked with some of the greatest artists and writers and producers of all time. I’ve met incredible people along the way, gone through best times and hard times, highest of highs of success and lowest of lows of failure. I’ve been rich, been broker than broke and then rich again. Had hits, had no hits and had hits again. Been traumatised, been fulfilled, made mistakes and learned a lot of lessons.


This music industry is one hell of a ride. Truly, it’s a rollercoaster but one that you just keep riding over and over because if you love music as much as I do you just can’t help it. The music business may be your biggest love and your biggest heartbreak. Just like a partner who keeps breaking your heart over and over and never values you the way they should, but you keep coming back because it’s the making of the art, the music, that has always been the most important thing. It is my true love, and I simply couldn’t live without it.


Jacob’s Song Contest


It’s 2004, I’m 17 years old and I’ve just won Ireland’s biggest songwriting competition – the under 20s 2fm/Jacob’s Song Contest – with a song called ‘Battleground’ that I’d written and produced myself and performed with my girl group Dolce Vita (the name clearly needed work!!!). The late, great Irish broadcaster Gerry Ryan presented us with the award at a venue called Vicar Street in Dublin and we performed the song live in front of a crowd including our families, and it was the best night!! As the songwriter, I won €10,000-worth of Yamaha equipment, which was EVERYTHING!!


And I have my dad to thank as he submitted the demo to the competition without me even knowing, but that was my dad, always looking for every opportunity for me, staying up late printing my demo CD’s with the latest picture of the band on the cover, driving me to and from any and every audition, every recording studio session. He and my mum believed in me so much and supported me from the get-go. They knew that I wanted to be in music and despite having no money they really did everything they could with what they had to support my dreams to make this my career. I owe everything I am and everything I achieved to them and their unwavering belief in me.
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RuthAnne with her girlband ‘Dolce Vita’, aged 14








Naively, I’d felt ready to be discovered at 15 years old and wanted to leave school, but my mum wanted me to do my final school exams so that I always had my education to fall back on if need be. So I made music my passion alongside my education, wrote a lot of lyrics during school classes and would even sneak to the music room in school when I should’ve been studying, to play and sing my songs. Some teachers would even come in to listen to my latest tracks. Everyone knew music was what I would pursue, and my parents, teachers and friends couldn’t have been more supportive of my dreams.


From my bedroom to Hollywood


Something I’m going to talk about more as we go is ‘preparation meeting opportunity’. My first big break was definitely one of those moments. In a way, I had been preparing for it my whole life up until that point. Even though I was so young when the luck came knocking, I took it with both hands, with no fear, grabbed hold tightly and ran with it.
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RuthAnne and Andrew Haas writing in LA








I think back to that day in 2004. I had just flown to LA with an Irish manager and his family the day after sitting my final school exam. It was my first time flying to America and my first time away from my family and friends. I was a very young 17 year old and arrived in Hollywood with all the innocence and confidence in the world. My manager at the time had assured my parents I had all the talent it takes to ‘make it’ and he would make sure I was well looked after, get me a record deal and develop me as an artist. He had an apartment in west Hollywood and an American business partner and was all set up over there. He also managed two other artist/writer/producers, Danny and Mark, who would go on to become The Script. At the time they were in LA writing and producing, and they spent a lot of time developing me as well, which I’m very grateful for. I was so young, naive and sheltered and they really were my first co-writing sessions. I’d never written with anyone before, so co-writing was brand new to me. I learned so much from them about co-writing and they were like mentors.


The big break


My manager had worked with legendary songwriter Billy Steinberg, who had written songs like ‘True Colours’ and ‘Like a Virgin’ among tonnes of other big worldwide hits. As we walked into his house, a grand piano stood right in front of me with Grammy Awards on top of it that he had won. I knew this moment was important. I sat and played a new song I’d written, and he loved it and invited me to come back to write with him and his co-writer Josh Alexander to write some songs for my artist project. I was so excited to have writers at his level writing with me for my album. It was all very surreal.
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Billy Steinberg, RuthAnne and Josh Alexander at the ASCAP Pop Awards 2007








I didn’t know that walking into the studio that day with Billy and Josh would give me the biggest break of my career and change my life forever, but it did. That day we wrote two songs. One was called ‘Kinky’ and the other was called ‘Too Little Too Late’ – which was really Josh’s story to his ex. As I recorded them both, there was something about ‘Too Little Too Late’ that just instantly made me think of a young American artist called JoJo. She’d had a hit called ‘Get Out (Leave)’ and it felt like ‘Too Little Too Late’ was the sequel to that song. I didn’t say that on the day but as I was singing it, I was thinking of her and channelling her in a way, I think.


Now, the interesting part of this story is that her A&R eventually heard it and it became her song. It didn’t get cut by JoJo until about a year later, and it took two years from when we wrote it to when it was released. So, I was 19 years old when it came out. And from then everything just went from zero to 100. It became a huge, huge global hit. I remember hearing it on the radio for the first time in a yellow cab in New York City. It was such a special moment and, honestly, I’ve heard it on the radio in so many countries and the feeling never gets old. I won my first ASCAP Songwriters Pop Award for that song, and I have so much gratitude for Billy and Josh giving me that opportunity, having me in the room with them that day and giving a young songwriter a chance and a big, big first break.
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RuthAnne with Jojo and The Stereotypes








The College of Professional Songwriting


I had somehow gotten in the door in a big way with a big hit. Every major publisher wanted to sign me off the back of the success of ‘Too Little Too Late’ and I signed my first publishing deal at 19 years old. I received more money than I knew what to do with, and I spent the next few years writing all over the world. I call these years ‘The College of Professional Songwriting’ because that is what it felt like. The truth is, I had no clue what I was doing. I was thrust into a very adult world of songwriting, and I didn’t know how it worked at all, – the etiquette, or how to navigate the music world. I was constantly in rooms with new people every day all around the world from London, Miami, New York, Florida, Nashville, Oslo, Copenhagen, LA, and I often travelled alone so it was quite a lonely time. I missed my friends and family a lot, and in LA I couldn’t drive or drink as I was under 21, so socially it was lonely too.


I was enjoying the writing sessions, but I always found it strange being put in a room to write for an artist who wasn’t actually there. I had grown up thinking artists wrote their own music, so to learn that this wasn’t always the case was new to me. I was also still finding my feet collaborating and co-writing and learning so many different processes of writing and different dynamics of rooms, but because I’d been part of this massive hit I felt a lot of pressure and expectation to do it again. I definitely felt a lot of imposter syndrome and anxiety around that time.


However, at the same time I was so grateful to be in these huge rooms with big producers and writers and I learned so, so, so, so much during those years. I gained a huge amount of experience and took something from each writing session I was in. Over those years I had lots of songs released with more artists and some were hits in different countries, but nothing was quite as big as the JoJo song. I learned very quickly that this kind of global success with a song wouldn’t happen every day.


You’re only as good as your last hit


What a saying… It haunted me from the moment I had my first hit at 19. Was it luck? Was it a fluke? Could I have another global hit? Did I know what the feck I was doing? No, not a clue. I was just going into rooms and writing songs and doing the absolute best I could. As I look back now, I know those years after the JoJo hit were the years of learning the ropes of the music industry whilst also getting more experienced and more skilled at the craft of songwriting, especially co-writing. I decided instead of just going back and forth to LA it was time to move there. I lived there from 2012 for eight years, and it was that decision that led to the next global hits I would have – ‘Work Bitch’ with Britney Spears, ‘In the Name of Love’ with Martin Garrix/Bebe Rexha and ‘Slow Hands’ with Niall Horan.


These stand-out songs are among many others that were released during the time I lived in LA and I sometimes forget just how massive they were in their own way. ‘In the Name of Love’ has over a billion streams and is triple platinum; ‘Slow Hands’ reached No. 1 on the USA Pop Airplay chart, the Dance chart and the Hot AC chart and is also triple platinum. I don’t often think of these songs and the stats because I’m always moving forward and onto the next song, but in writing them down for this book it really hits me that I’m just a middle-class girl from a small town in Ireland. How did I end up here? Songs I’ve co-written have amassed over 11 billion streams… gold and platinum all over the world. It’s all a bit insane!


When I think of me aged 7, writing my first song, to where I’ve come it’s pretty unbelievable and I realise I’m giving you a very concise version here of a much longer story. It’s not been all hits, hits, hits – it was a lot of hard work, a lot of determination, a lot of rejection, a lot of ‘no’s, and years in between of countless writing sessions… Then a lot of luck, stars aligning and being in the right place at the right time, fighting to be in rooms, writing 99% of some songs, writing 5 to 10% of others, contributing and giving my absolute best in every room I was in.


‘Work Bitch’


I’ll never forget the phone call I got sitting in my apartment in Beverly Hills. I had written a song called ‘Fingers to the Sky’ with my friend Anthony a few months before and out of the blue he called me and said, ‘Hey, remember that song we wrote a few months ago? So I’m working with Will.I.AM and I put the parts we wrote into this song he’s working on, and I wanted to play you it.’ He said, ‘Guess who’s singing it?’ He played it down the phone and immediately I screamed, ‘Is that Britney Spears?!?’ and he said in her iconic turn of phrase, ‘It’s Britney, bitch!!! This is her comeback song and it’s coming out in four days!’ I screamed and ran around the apartment. I could not believe it! The Britney Spears, who I had been a fan of since I was 13 years old. Her ‘I’m a Slave 4 U’ choreography is still my party piece.
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The Britney Spears tweet








Two days later she tweeted a snippet of ‘Work Bitch’ lyrics and there was my name… and my phone started blowing up. ‘Britney Spears has just tweeted your name’, ‘Britney Spears knows your name?’ ‘Britney Spears is releasing a song you wrote on?’ The song came out two days later and went to No. 1 all over the world. It became a big cultural moment, and I knew the song had really made it when we got it synced in South Park – they changed the lyrics to, ‘you better work out slut’ and it was hilarious. I still get memes of the song, and in gym classes I go to the song blasts and I just chuckle to myself that I’m a part of this track that is used in workout classes worldwide. I remember taking my friends to her Las Vegas residency show and everywhere was ‘Work Bitch’ merch, hats, bags (of course I bought some and of course when my friends told the shop that I co-wrote the song they didn’t believe it, lol). Britney opened the show with the song, and it was just the best feeling, looking around seeing people singing along and jumping up and down: a real ‘pinch me’ moment. It still feels surreal being a teeny tiny part of a pop princess’s music history.
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Dan Wilson, RuthAnne and John Legend








Grammy nominated? Twice?


It was summer in LA and my management at the time also managed John Legend, and he was making a Christmas album. I remember voice-noting my best friend Jenni ‘Ordinary People’ on piano non-stop as a teen (and I’m just a girl from Dublin, like, how is this happening?!) but of course when I got there, I put my professional songwriting hat on and tried to keep the fan girl inside me from jumping out. He was sitting at the piano, and we only had a few hours before he had to go. He was lovely, a real gent. He had a melody idea, and I had a title idea, ‘There’s No Place Like Home’ inspired by The Wizard of Oz… but with ‘at Christmas Time’ to add the festive spirit for his Christmas album.


Minutes later, we’re sitting together by the piano singing back and forth and sometimes I felt like I was at my own personal John Legend concert. His voice is smooth like butter and the song felt like it was writing itself. He went into the booth, sang it down and it made it onto the album A Legendary Christmas, produced by Raphael Sadiq, another massive inspiration of mine. The album went on to be nominated for Best Traditional Pop Album at the 2020 Grammy Awards. We didn’t win, but to be a part of a Grammy-nominated album was a dream come true.


It happened once again in 2022, this time with the iconic Diana Ross. Grammy nominations came knocking for a song I co-wrote at an all-female writing camp, ‘SheWrites’, with Autumn Rowe, Violet Skies and Charlie McClean called ‘I Still Believe’ on her album Thank You – nominated in the same category. Again, we didn’t win, but maybe by the time this book comes out I’ll have won a Grammy. It’s still on my goal list and what I’ve learned is it’s never too late. I’ll be writing songs until I’m old and grey, so I’ll keep taking my shot.


To be a Grammy-nominated songwriter still blows my mind. And I don’t say these things to big myself up but more to give you some background into my career so you can know I’m speaking to you as someone who is still a creative working every day in the industry. I’m 38 now and still here, still writing, still singing, still navigating this crazy business the best I can. Still in love with making music.


Every creative is an artist


Someone once said to me, ‘Songwriters are the artist’s ugly best friend, you know the way in movies you have the lead girl, the star and her ugly best friend, that’s what songwriters are and that’s how they’re also treated.’ It really stuck with me. I’ve been a performer, a singer for my whole life, and I would always describe myself as a songwriter and an artist. The industry has always told me, ‘You are JUST a songwriter.’ But every songwriter I’ve ever met is an artist. It’s just in what capacity. Some songwriters don’t like performing or being front and centre, some are born performers, whilst some songwriters thrive behind the scenes, yet they are still artists.


Some songwriters I meet are absolute superstars, stars that no one has ever heard of but have all the same traits as the artists we know and love and have more talent than anyone will ever really know or get to see on the world stages. I am a songwriter and an artist, and, for me, one can’t thrive without the other. Creative fulfilment is so important to me and it’s how I get the best out of myself. Singing is my safe place and it’s not about who is listening. I don’t think anyone should get to decide what you are or are not – you and only you can decide that.


Someone in the industry once looked at me and said, ‘Here’s the problem, you’re not pretty enough to be a popstar like J.Lo or Beyoncé and you’re not fat enough or quirky enough looking to be a rockstar like Beth Ditto or Amy Winehouse, you’re cute but cute doesn’t sell, sure you’re so talented but talent isn’t enough.’ Those words broke my heart into pieces. Crazy how words can be so powerful and so damaging. That conversation held me back from fully pursuing being an artist for a long time, but then in 2017 I thought to myself, why would I let anyone tell me what I am or who I am or put a ceiling on what I can do or achieve? So I thought feck it, I’m gonna make an album, an album I wanna make. Sure, I’m not Adele but that doesn’t make me any less of an artist than her.


The truth is I’ve achieved things as an artist that I never thought I would: I toured with one of my idols, Alanis Morrisette, with Hozier and X-Ambassadors, played festivals all over the world, played my own headline shows and have had so many amazing syncs of my artists’ songs that have led to people discovering my music. I’ve had a huge impact on people’s lives and soundtracks to their moments and that’s what art should do. I’ve never been in this for fame, because to me fame is fleeting. I love to sing; I’ll sing for two people in a pub or thousands of people at a festival. Music is how I connect. It’s a connection that has brought so much light and love to my life. It’s my gift. Everyone has gifts and once you find yours it becomes your purpose, your contribution, your power. Music is also my therapy, it’s how I process things, accept things and let things go. I write a song about it and it’s healing to me.


I’ve always said if you want money and fame, those are not the right reasons to pursue a career in music. It has to be your love of it first because that is what will carry you through. If it’s purely money and fame you’re after, this may not be the book for you. But keep reading – it might just give you a different perspective that will unlock something creative inside of you and be the key or missing link you were looking for.
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RuthAnne & X-Ambassadors








A perfect storm


Back in the day, if a record label thought a song was a hit, more often than not that song would be successful. There were considerably fewer songs being released back then. Currently, there are over 100,000 songs released every day. Think about that number… that’s 700,000 songs a week. Which is 2.8 million songs every month! These days more than ever it is not JUST the song that makes a hit.


One Republic’s frontman and Grammy-winning hit songwriter/producer Ryan Tedder calls it ‘the perfect storm’ and Grammy-winning songwriter/producer Julian Bunetta calls it ‘unlocking the five-point combination code of the perfect timing, the right artist, the momentum that artist is having, if the song speaks to the culture at the time, all of that plus the stars aligning. Would ‘Thriller’ have been a hit if Michael Jackson didn’t sing it and have that famous music video with the iconic dance alongside it?’


Songs need that perfect storm in order to have a huge global impact. The song is still of course the most important piece of the puzzle, it still has to be world class, but it’s also about what is built around it. Songwriters today need to be smarter and more strategic with how they spend their time and also accept that there are a lot of things not in their control.


Some things will be left completely up to chance, like someone unexpectedly hearing your song from walking past the door of a meeting that they’re not even in and popping their head round and saying, ‘I want that song for my artist.’ This is how Avicii’s manager heard my song ‘All You Need Is Love’, which he then took to Avicii (and this is how I ended up with a song with Avicii which I co-wrote and sang). Or the session you were meant to have that day gets cancelled, leading you into a different room which leads you to writing a song that will go on to be a hit… My point is that whilst there are a lot of things in the music business that you can’t control, the one thing you can be in control of is making the best song possible wherever and whenever you write.


The house always wins… but you can learn to play the game


It’s important to acknowledge that this is the music business, and in a lot of ways it is a game. As ever, those who know how to play the game the best usually win the best! Sometimes, as a creative you can feel as though you are playing the lottery, gambling in Vegas, and as the saying goes, ‘the house always wins’ and in the music business the house really does always win. BUT the creatives who not only can write the best songs but know how to play their cards right and play the game well can win alongside the house. If you can’t beat ’em join ’em, right? It’s not for the faint-hearted. You’ve got to have thick skin; be ready to hear a lot of no’s among fewer yes’s and be ready to go on the rollercoaster of a lifetime, and when the business gets you down, channel all your frustrations into the music.


At all times make good art. Good, right? So good I have ‘Make Good Art’ tattooed on me, and it’s my motto at all times.


Being a professional songwriter


I’ve been in every type of writing session you can think of. Thousands of sessions, thousands of collaborations, and I have learned so much from each and every one. I’ve watched the very best in action, been mentored, been inspired, been anxious, been blown away by talent in the room, been a part of the most magical writing rooms and the hardest writing rooms. Every session has helped me get better at the craft of songwriting.




NOTE TO SELF


Being a professional songwriter means that no day is ever the same. Each day brings something new. It’s the unknown; the career path is never stable, the highs are addictive, and the lows are more often than not. But the music and the love of creating keeps you in the game and in this game, you only get what you give.
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RuthAnne performing on Jimmy Kimmel








Why I’m writing this book


I’m writing the book I wish I’d had. I knew how to write a song, but I had no idea what being a day in, day out professional songwriter/creative entailed. And I always wonder if I’d had more of an insight going in would I have been more successful? I was very young and naive coming into this industry. There was just so much that I knew absolutely nothing about. I really had to experience and live it to learn, and I guess I want to spread the word on what I’ve learned to help other creatives.


There is nothing without the song. Songwriters are the foundation upon which the entire music industry is built. Without songwriters, there is just silence. Songwriters are the foundation. Producers are the backbone. Producers bring the songs to life – without producers there would be no music. Artists are the messenger, the vehicle the song is channelled through. Without artists to deliver these messages the songs stay on hard drives, never heard by the world. Each of these roles are vital to the music industry and whichever role you are, or strive to be, having knowledge and insight in your back pocket to go along with you on your creative journey will be so valuable.


There is so much more to being successful in this industry than talent alone and this is a book to help creatives navigate this crazy music industry world, to get the best out of themselves and write the best songs possible. I want to help you find the best teams, understand how the industry works and be able to forge long-standing careers in music.


I interviewed a bunch of very talented and successful songwriters/producers and artists for this book, and I’ve also included quotes from some other songwriter/producers as I want you to hear not only my perspective but also hear from the best in the business. You’ll hear their stories, their wisdom, insights and journey and I hope it will inspire creatives out there, because we need you!


With all that said… Here’s everything and anything I’ve learned along the way: all the secrets, all the tips of the trade; how to write hits and navigate the music industry, forging a long-lasting career in music.











CHAPTER 1


THE 10,000 HOURS


“When you switch on the dirty tap, dirty brown water is going to flow out for a substantial amount of time, then clean water will start to flow out, and now and again you might still get a bit of dirty water, but it will always go clean. When I started writing I got the bad songs out of me, and in the beginning you will write a lot of bad songs. My songs were terrible, my raps were awful, but the more and more you write and the more you experience, the songs get better and better and then you’ll be on a streak. And now and again you’ll write a bad song, but then you’ve got that song out of you and you can move on to more good songs.”


ED SHEERAN


“Anyone who wants to be a songwriter should listen to as much folk music as they can, study the form and structure of stuff that has been around for 100 years.”


BOB DYLAN








 


The ‘10,000 hours’ rule is a concept that an author called Malcom Gladwell wrote about first in his 2008 book, Outliers, the Story of Success (a great book, by the way). Throughout the book he consistently refers to the ‘10,000 hours’ rule, which is that the key to achieving true expertise in any skill is simply a matter of practising, in the correct way, for at least 10,000 hours and then you can be successful at it. He talks about how this concept helped The Beatles become household names due to the vast amount of shows they performed live between 1960–1964 (over 1,200 gigs), so they basically accumulated more than 10,000 hours by gigging non-stop.


Let’s not get too focused on the exact number of hours, but more the principal of what this concept is saying. Practise, practise, practise, put the work in or, as the New Radicals song says, ‘You only get what you give’. The first piece of advice I always give aspiring new songwriters is to write a song every day. Hone the skill and craft of songwriting.




I know everyone talks about the 10,000 hours thing, but I think that’s kind of real. I think regardless of how you land in this industry, whether you start literally from the bottom or you come in and get signed straight away you still have to do those 10,000 hours one way or another. Plested





Throughout my career I’ve lived by this motto:


Preparation + Opportunity = Success


The more practice you do of your skill, the more prepared you are for when that lucky door of opportunity comes knocking, and a lot of the time in music luck and opportunity have a big part to play.


In my own journey I had already written about 600 songs between the ages of 7 and 17 years old. Put that on top of writing hundreds of songs a year since then as a professional songwriter means I have definitely completed the 10,000 hours and more in my time. I really do agree with this concept when it comes to creating music – being a songwriter, a producer, or a singer. I believe with songwriting in particular that it’s a muscle that needs to be worked out, practised and dedicated and committed to, to really hone the skill and craft.


Sometimes even things from your childhood are all a part of honing your skills and you might not have known it at the time. Piano lessons, messing around with a mic and a keyboard, voice lessons, teaching yourself an instrument by ear. Downloading free loops and playing around with them. Every little moment like that counts. Hit songwriter Dan Wilson recalls being in the car with his mum and brother singing:




Our mom would teach us harmony parts in the car and then we’d try to sing in harmony. I had been also taking piano lessons – my piano teacher taught me the circle of fifths and key signatures and the relationships between the major and the relative minor – and that was really, really priming for songwriting. Then our parents gave us a guitar to share. The first thing we did with this guitar was when we were about 11 or 13. My brother’s idea was ‘I’ll write a song first and when I’m done you’ll write a song.’ I loved his song and I really was bummed about my song cos I could tell it wasn’t as good. My brother and I got accustomed to writing songs together, teaching each other how to do it, reverse engineering Beatles songs. Dan Wilson





Being a student of song


Part of the 10,000 hours is not only writing songs but truly becoming a student of song. Having a vast knowledge of songs and music is all part of perfecting your own skills. And this really helps keep your creative flow going. Deconstructing songs from the ground up, analysing every part of them, from the melodies to the lyrics to the production, every beat, every string line, every element of song. I’ve studied songs ever since I can remember because I truly believe it helps with your own craft of songwriting.




I think there are different parts of 10,000 hours. There’s the actual craft, the niche craft of being a songwriter or being a mixer, but then there’s the general [craft]. There’s almost like a pre-10,000 hours that has to happen where your brain is paying attention to the nuances of the thing when you’re a child growing up. You know, kids that play basketball and go into the NBA, they don’t say, ‘What’s this sport? I wanna go play this sport that I’ve never watched or never paid attention to.’ That doesn’t happen. They’ve been watching and studying it from afar before they ever get on the court. So it’s like a precursor to the 10,000 hours, when there’s no intention behind it but you’re writing lyrics or writing poetry or learning the guitar. Then I think the 10,000 hours starts when you make a commitment to being great at this thing with more of an adult brain.


But the hard 10,000 hours is when you’re competing against people. You could play guitar from the time you’re 10 years old to the time you’re 40 years old and have so many hours, but that doesn’t mean that they are constructive hours with intention and focus. I think that 10,000 hours means with intention and focus and purpose. In high school I was playing drums, kind of making beats, kind of being in a rock band. It wasn’t until I got my first publishing deal at 19 years old that the 10,000 hours really started.


I think it’s learning the craft of what it means to be a songwriter – how to write a song structure, rhyme scheme, production, what it means to be a producer – and my first successes didn’t really come till I was 29, 30 years old, so that’s ten years of those hours. Julian Bunetta





The songwriting muscle


When I was a teenager, 12 to 15 years old, I was writing almost every day, even if they weren’t full songs, verse/choruses, etc. I was so obsessed with songwriting, and even though none of those songs ever saw the light of day, other than my parents replaying them over and over with pride, probably wondering what they were about (TV shows I was watching mainly inspired my teenage catalogue and general teen angst), it was what I did without anyone asking me to or expecting me to, no pressure, no expectation. I almost couldn’t help it.




I had a little 4-track recorder that I would do the drum track on, then I’d do the bass, then I’d do the guitar. I just loved creating, so that was obviously a big part of my journey. And then when I moved to LA, I met a great crew who had sort of already established themselves a bit in the industry, and I started working with them. In this business, you can’t do it alone – you need mentors, and you need to learn and put in those 10,000 hours. John Ryan





As I got older and started writing professionally and got published, I was doing a lot of sessions all around the world, co-writing in many rooms, so in those earlier years I was constantly working-out what I call the ‘songwriting muscle’. I also had spurts where I would write for myself every day; ‘song diaries’ is what I called it. Some were more finished than others, but it brought me back to writing just for myself. Sometimes, after collaborating, you need a burst of just you. Often these spurts really helped me creatively to get out whatever was inside me that doesn’t always get the chance to come out when you’re in rooms full of writers.


Just like an athlete who trains the muscles in their body to run faster or jump higher, or a vocalist who trains their vocal cords to sing higher, hold notes longer, I believe the songwriting muscle can be trained. Of course it’s creative and it’s always going to be creative, but I believe the more you write songs in the beginning the better you get at writing songs long-term. Once you’ve worked that songwriting muscle and know what gets the best out of you as a writer, the more it can become quality over quantity, whether you’re at home in your bedroom writing by yourself or collaborating with other people.




For the few songs I’ve had released that were big songs, there are thousands of songs that have never seen the light of day. I was known as the guy who came to New York and LA and just outworked everybody. So it’s hard work. It doesn’t just happen quickly. You have to put in the work. Toby Gad


I think for new writers, like in this day and age, just be good at everything. Like try your hardest. There’s no excuse for you to not be playing an instrument. There’s no excuse for you to not be recording your own vocals. Especially because it’s so difficult to get in the rooms with people at the beginning. So we have this luxury now of the internet so there’s literally constant inspiration and free guitar/piano lessons. So work hard and be a beast on guitar or be a beast at singing and/or be a beast at cutting vocals and make your own songs 100 percenters so that you’re ready. And it will be weird and hard and it’ll take a minute to adapt to a songwriting room, but you can’t deny skill. And skill doesn’t happen overnight. Like, you know, it takes time. It’s a muscle that you need to work out. Ali Tamposi














CHAPTER 2


SONGWRITER SPEED DATING


“When you first start out, people think this is super easy and you find your crew super quick. But you’ve really got to go through songwriter boot camp to find your people.”


JULIA MICHAELS


“Obviously writing with John [Lennon] was the ultimate collaboration. I think we were both very lucky to find each other, because we played perfectly off each other… I think we wrote just short of 300 songs together. And I look back on it now in some kind of wonder, because we never had a dry session. Every time we got together and sat down we would always come up with a song.”


PAUL McCARTNEY








 


FIND YOUR TEAMS


One of the most important things in your life as a songwriter is finding your teams in a process I like to call ‘Songwriter Speed Dating’. Every writer goes through this in their career. It’s all about getting out there and exploring different writing dynamics and scenarios and finding that magic connection. The Bernie Taupin to your Elton John. And often, just like in their case, you’ll stumble upon your greatest collaborator by chance and/or fate. If you don’t put yourself out there, you’ll be missing a vital step.


Bernie and Elton were both trying to make it in the music industry. Bernie had submitted song lyrics to a publisher and Elton met with this said publisher, played him some songs and that publisher handed him Bernie’s lyrics and said, ‘Try write to these.’ Both were unsigned and both unpublished, so this moment was life-changing. Elton went home and the first lyric of Bernie’s he put the music/melody to was ‘Your Song’. Imagine that!! This started the collaboration of a lifetime that would last the test of time.


Of course it won’t happen with everyone like that. Just like with any relationship you must kiss a few frogs to meet your prince, or in music terms you must have written some bad songs to get the great songs. Doing these rounds of writing with new and different people is so important to learn what you like or don’t like; what works for you and what doesn’t work for you. Through this process you’ll find the people you write the best songs with and the teams of writers/producers you want to continue writing with.




NOTE TO SELF


Put yourself out there. Writing by yourself in your room with countless songs on your laptop that no one hears is not going to help you find your best collaborators.





Get out into the world and collaborate, I promise it’ll make you a better writer.


What is the magic chemistry?


Just like with any friendship or relationship, it’s that magic chemistry, that connection, that lightening in a bottle that you can’t quite describe… It’s meeting a writer/producer for the first time and just instantly connecting on a level where creating feels effortless and easy and even when/if you stumble into the mud you know how to get the best out of each other in all scenarios. It’s the yin and yang, the salt to the pepper, the fish to the sea.


This can be a creative who is the total opposite to you in a lot of ways but is the perfect other half to your songwriting/production. The strengths to your creative weaknesses and vice versa. When you write together it’s like writing with a friend. You can be honest with each other, the ego is out the door and you’re both serving the song and know when the song has been served to its fullest. It’s important to know when you have found this as you won’t find it every day, so hold on to these collaborators.


Keep writing with your best teams


Now, even when you do find these magic connections that doesn’t mean you’ll write a hit song every day. But that’s why it’s important to keep writing together. The more you have a special music connection/collaboration the more likely you are to get a great song. Even on the days when you don’t, you at least know you’ll have a good day, or if you’re having a bad day these collaborators are people who will help you through or they’ll take a breather with you and meet you where you are. You may also find throughout your career you build a few writing teams or lots that you work well with.


I can’t stress enough how important these music relationships are to your career and your soul as a songwriter. Keep working with these collaborators and watch the great songs come.


Where to find collaborators


In today’s world, there are so many ways you can find potential collaborators. Social media, for all my gripes with it, can really be an amazing way to connect with other writers, producers and artists. Now I’m not saying if you message Adele or Diplo that they’ll even see it or respond, but what have you got to lose? Take your shot and you never know.


I’m also talking more about writers and producers who are up and coming like you might be. People who are at the same level can be great to get in with because then you can rise up to the top together or learn something from each other. Seek out open mic nights, industry events or workshops. Take every opportunity to network and be around other creative people. You just never know who you will meet that could lead to the collaboration you’ve been waiting for.


Some collaborators won’t end up being the one, but they could lead you to the one, so stay open-minded and try people out. Don’t ever be afraid to reach out or upload some of your music online, because you never know who’s looking or listening. And as Lady Gaga once famously said, ‘There can be 100 people in a room and all you need is one person to believe in you.’




NOTE TO SELF


You don’t need 100 collaborators, you only need one, and that one can lead to great songs and more collaborators and more opportunities.





THE QUALITIES OF A GOOD COLLABORATOR


Chemistry ★ The chemistry between collaborators is such a huge important thing. It’s also something that you can’t predict beforehand, and you can’t force. It’s something that just happens when you get in a room together.




I think the chemistry of the way you communicate back and forth in a room when you’re not writing is important. All of the people I’ve had success with I’ve been able to hang out with all day and laugh and have a lot of fun and then joy emerges from there because you start talking to each other truthfully and you’re disarmed and someone says something that resonates that’s really truthful, and you’re, like ‘wow that just hit me hard let’s write about that.’ So I found that my best collaborative people are the ones that like to hang out and we’re actually friends. Julian Bunetta





Makes you feel comfortable ★ I always say that the people I write the best music with are the people who I feel the most comfortable with. Comfortability leads to confidence, where you feel you can say silly ideas – whacky, quirky thoughts that could actually be a hit idea. The people who make you feel comfortable and confident in your creativity and where you feel free to explore your creativity to the fullest is so important.




Being around people who can laugh at themselves and not take themselves too seriously, and also being able to say if an idea is shit and we can laugh about it. Kamille


A great collaborator makes the room feel safe and brings out the best in everyone. Steph Jones





Being creatively flexible ★ There are only so many times creatives can hear the word ‘NO’ without shutting down completely. A good collaborator is open and willing to try. My favourite phrase is ‘let’s try it’. Even if I think it’s not gonna work, sometimes I’m pleasantly surprised. I’m able to admit how wrong I was and that it does in fact work and works so well it stays in the song. Or, in the trying sometimes you hear it back and you all know in the room it isn’t working, but often the trying really helps everyone feel heard and listened to which makes for good and productive collaboration.




My favourite collaborators are equal parts open-minded and opinionated, love to tell honest stories, and aren’t afraid to have bad ideas. If everyone in the room is afraid to say something stupid, nothing will ever get written, and in my personal experience, I have to say so many wrong lyrics to find the right ones, so I love writers who just go for it. Amy Allen


Emotional intelligence, adaptability, openness, having a strong point of view without ego, and genuinely just loving music! Steph Jones





A good listener ★ Sometimes my favourite collaborators are just the best listeners. They are listening to everything, taking it all in and jumping on what they hear that’s great. Also, knowing just when to step back and listen and not jump in. It’s such a necessary skill for a creative to have. Listen and you’ll hear the magic.




The ability to listen is really important because ultimately it should just be the best idea wins. Ilsey Juber


Timing is so important during a writing session, like knowing when to come in with your idea and knowing when to not say your idea. Say there’s two writers working on a verse thing and I have another idea. I’m gonna wait and let them work out their verse and then, in like an hour once the dust settles, I’ll say, ‘Hey, what if that verse was a quarter note to the left. I was hearing it on a different downbeat.’ I won’t be like, ‘No, I hear it differently’ straight away because you have to let ideas unfold before you start editing them. The wrong timing can kill the room. John Ryan





Complements your strengths and weaknesses ★ I always say a lot of the best collaborators are opposites – just like in relationships, opposites attract. For me personally, I’m not the fastest or best with chords, so I love working with collaborators who are amazing musicians. Sometimes I can hear the chords and direct them to it, or they just hear what I’m singing and play exactly what’s in my head. Some days you’ll be in a session where someone is on fire with lyrics and you’ll be on fire with melody and that’s why it works, or vice versa. If there are too many people in the room doing the same thing it can be harder to get on the same page and you can creatively clash. Find the collaborators who can fill the gaps in your creative brain that day and it’ll be a creative match made in heaven.




My favourite spot is when I’ve got a brilliant musician/producer and they can play any chord in that scenario. That’s when it’s just pure joy. Amy Wadge


I love it when I find a wordsmith that’s fast at writing lyrics cos they’re channelling just like me. It’s like a fast really satisfying game of tennis. Lauren Christy





Easy to work with ★ I personally love collaborators who are easy to work with – the process is always fun, enjoyable and a good time is had by all, no matter the outcome. The less stress the more success.




I would say what’s most comfortable for me is getting to the session and talking for a long time and getting inspired just from the conversation, asking people what’s going on with them and remembering things that sound like lyrics or song ideas. It’s very much about connecting with people, and whether or not we get a song from there I still feel like the day was a success to me. It’s almost more important to me that everyone in the room feels good and comfortable. I would rather everyone leave the session without a song but being like ‘I loved spending time with Emily.’ That’s the number one priority, because if we have that, then they’ll wanna work with me again and we’ll get the song at some point. Emily Warren





Encouraging ★ I think every creative will agree that encouragement in a session is so vital. Supporting each other’s flow and getting in the zone with each other and following the vibe can really make a difference.




Believing in an idea is really important. I get inspired if someone has an idea for a song and their excitement and belief inspires me to say, ‘Let’s explore that.’ Because maybe there’s something under that hood that I didn’t see or didn’t understand, and then it gets the motor going and I get to do what I do. All I need is one little spark and then I go, go, go. John Ryan





Sharing the same goal and vision ★ It’s important that creatively everyone is on the same page in a writing session, so there’s not one person writing a ballad and another thinking it’s an 80s upbeat pop song. Understanding the vision and goal for the song you’re collaborating on is important and being willing to sometimes go with someone else’s vision. Or they can follow your vision instead of fighting it.




The best session I have had was when I worked with Justin Vernon, Bon Iver. It was just so magical and special, and he writes in exactly the same way that I write. And to find somebody like that where we’re just basically sitting there interpreting what each other is doing was really special. Ilsey Juber


Melodies can come to me quickly, but lyrics definitely take time. I’m so down to sit into the middle of the night getting the lyric just right, and it’s fun to find people who are down to do that too. Emily Warren


I look for collaborators who are willing to dare to do something different and who have that fire in their eyes of ‘let’s create something that’s never been heard before.’ Ed Drewett





Mutual respect ★ The foundation of any good collaboration is mutual respect – if you don’t have that you’ll run into problems from the get-go. Having respect for each other’s expertise and talent and knowing each other’s strengths and how they can contribute to the success of the song/project is vital. Treat everyone with respect and you’ll see the collaborations flourish.




Have the smallest ego you can. You can’t be continuously successful and do what we do with too big of an ego. You’ve got to put yourself aside for the greater good of the song. John Ryan


When people walk into a room with ego and feel like they need to make it their idea you miss the magic sometimes. When you just want what’s best for the song and not what’s best for yourself then you get the best result. Ilsey Juber


I always think you need to do everything to serve the song and leave the ego at the door because if you’re not serving the song then there’s no point. Amy Wadge





Good communication ★ Developing a rapport, mutual understanding and strong collaboration takes great communication. The more you communicate, the more you will find the hit song ideas and nip any looming conflicts in the bud.


Trust ★ Building trust as collaborators is so valuable, knowing that you will each deliver in the roles you play, and trust helps to build a strong and lasting collaboration.




To get the best song we need a room of vulnerability, a room of trust, a room of warmth and a room of feeling like we can say 100% what we want and not feel judged. Autumn Rowe


People need to communicate, it can be a bit speed datey when you first write with someone like ‘we’ve never met but open your heart and tell me everything’ ... so make everyone comfortable and be humble and not overbearing. Jamie Hartman





Managing conflict ★ Give feedback or criticism in a constructive, respectful way, understanding your collaborator and how to manage debates or conflicts in the right way, and knowing how to resolve issues respectfully and fairly for the good of your collaboration. Don’t be afraid to be transparent and have the hard conversations respectfully.


Building your core team ★ I interviewed some of my favourite writers/producers for this book and they all said the same thing about how important it is to build a core team around you and how it really helped with their success. It really can make or break a career.


I always say this ship is yours to sail but you need co-captains sitting right there beside you to help you steer the ship, keep it afloat and to be your anchor when you need it. Over the years, especially starting my professional songwriting career at 17, I definitely had some great teams and some not-so-great teams around me. And you really get to know the difference, trust me. I want to share with you what I’ve learned when it comes to building that core team. Managers, publishers, lawyers really do have your life in their hands. They can add so much value to your career and they can also really help elevate you to the levels you need to be at.




My manager Gabz Landman has truly changed my life in so many ways and so many times. She’s believed in me since the day we met even before I had any real success and over the years our friendship and work relationship has just gotten stronger and stronger. I think because songwriting is such a vulnerable profession, it’s been really impactful for me to have someone in my corner who unwaveringly believes in me and who I know I can trust to the Nth degree. Amy Allen


Both my manager and publisher took me on when I had nothing, literally nothing, going on. They saw something in me. I don’t know what they saw but something, and we’ve grown together, which is amazing. Zach, my manager, I think he’s the best manager ever. And part of why he’s the best is because I come at things from such an emotional place and he comes from such a logical place, so when we debate, we’re both kinda right and we both take on each other’s thoughts. And where we end up somewhere in the middle is always such a cool, special place. I love talking to him about stuff and both of us care so much about being fair and making sure we treat people how I wanna be treated. Emily Warren





I want to give you a good insight into what to look for when building your core team. These music business relationships are key and often you’ll speak to your team more than friends and family, so it’s really got to be thought out and not about just going with the first person you meet or being so flattered that someone wants to manage you or publish you that you overlook the red flags. (I did that in the past and, boy, I learned some tough lessons from rushing into management deals.) Take your time – it’s better to be self-managed for a period whilst you find the right fit than be managed by a bad manager.


I now always advise a few months’ ‘dating’ period where you get to properly know each other and trial how you would work together without any contracts signed. The last thing you want to do is get stuck in a binding contract with someone who you don’t actually vibe with or like after a few months. In Chapter 10, I go into all the ins and outs of music contracts, but for now let’s talk about the foundations of building your core team.


Remember that everyone who wants to manage you or publish you or sign you in any capacity is always going to promise you the world. What you need to work out before jumping in headfirst with the first manager who says the words, ‘I’ll get you a Grammy’ is can they actually deliver? Can they add value to what you’re doing and help to elevate your career? Expectations are important in these music partnerships; talking through each other’s expectations as you start working together will help set the tone for a healthy working relationship from the get-go.


WHAT IS A MUSIC MANAGER?


A music manager is a person who manages all the business aspects of a songwriter/ producer/artist’s career.


The qualities of a great music manager ★ Great managers need to be experienced, creative and ready to hustle. They have a key job behind the scenes to take care of everything and anything related to the business of their client. Your manager acts as a buffer between you as the creative and the rest of the music industry. They speak on your behalf and should protect your best interests at all times so that you can focus on being creative whilst they handle your business. It is a vital partnership for your career and here are the main qualities I believe you should look for in a manager.




My manager, Fran, she’s everything for me. She’s utterly phenomenal and she is the perfect blend of what I need in a manager, and everyone respects her. She travels with me, and she just always makes me feel like anything is possible. She’s like, ‘If you want to do it, we’ll make it happen.’ I’ve got it wrong before with management and having the right manager is so important and I only got it right when I met Fran. Amy Wadge





Communication skills ★ Being a good communicator is a vital quality. Managers need to be able to do this effectively and consistently with everyone involved in your business, conveying your needs and wants whilst also being flexible and transparent. Keeping you in the loop, updating you, catching up and making sure you are being heard and listened to, and communicating together often to keep a good flow going and always moving the needle forward towards your goals.


Well connected ★ Not just name-dropping but actually having the right connections to elevate your career or get you better opportunities and in front of the right people to help you get to the next level. Remember that it’s then your job to deliver in those scenarios; managers can only help to get you through the door but then it’s you in those rooms. The right connections can add so much weight and value to your business – that excellent network to pull from to get you bigger and better opportunities you wouldn’t be able to get yourself.


Experienced ★ Has the knowledge and experience of how to make it in music and understands fully how the industry works, all of its complexities and ins and outs. Can use their prior experience to know how to handle situations that may arise in the most effective ways.


Organised ★ Managers are often multi-tasking and handling many aspects of your career along with other careers that they manage. This requires great organisation and attention to detail and really having it all together for each of their clients.


Calm in a crisis ★ I don’t know about you, but I can certainly spiral in a crisis. Having a manager who can step in, stay calm but in control and help fix whatever needs to be fixed or advise you on what to do, whilst calming you down in the process and relieving the stress that comes with this career is so valuable.


Critical thinking ★ This quality is important for long-term goals, decision-making and advising on which opportunities are best. Having a good strategy on the why and the potential outcome and what to prioritise is crucial to support the long-term success of a creative’s career.




It needs to be someone you can have important conversations with. This is about navigating the music industry, so you need to be strategising. It’s the manager and publisher getting to know what gets the best out of you and what’s working for you and what’s not working. Julian Bunetta





Negotiation skills ★ A very important aspect of a manager’s job is negotiating deals on your behalf, and excellent negotiation skills can make the difference between a good deal or bad deal.


Financially responsible ★ Managers who know how to handle finances responsibly and are not reckless with budgets and business spending understand that when you make money, they make money and do not take advantage of that.


Reactive and resourceful ★ The music business is forever changing and evolving, and a good manager adapts, pivots and doesn’t get phased by any challenges or roadblocks in their way, and will make the best of it and get the best for you in any scenario.


People skills ★ It’s so important that you have a manager that has a good reputation and is respected and liked in the industry. Someone who’s not going around burning bridges and taking your reputation with them. They represent you and so it’s vital they have great people skills.


Trustworthy ★ Trust is so important. You have to go with your gut and put your full trust in someone to essentially run your life for you, speak on your behalf, entrust them with your name and reputation. Take note of how they conduct other business relationships and believe who they are when they show you.


A good human being ★ Anyone who is representing you should possess a lot of the same morals and values as you because they represent you in the industry. A good human being is liked by people and is accessible, approachable, nice to work with and have dealings with. They are someone you feel is your friend, supports you and makes your whole team feel closer.




I’ve had the same managers for the last thirteen years. They’re like my family at this point. We don’t even see each other as having a manager-and-client relationship anymore. I think you need people that you can just be completely honest and open with, people that will tell you the truth no matter what. People who will humble you when you’re getting too ahead of yourself and also elevate you when you don’t believe in yourself. I think those things are crucial. Kamille





Will do the ground work ★ When a manager wants to manage you, they have to be willing to jump into the trenches with you and meet you where you are at in your career, having their ear to the ground with the business as you focus on the creative side. Doing the groundwork and networking, making it so you can fully concentrate on the art. Handling all aspects of the business side of things, whether that’s booking flights, taxis, hotels, running your calendar, sending your music around, doing the emails, or finding you the rest of your team to help elevate your career, coming to your shows so they are on the ground networking whilst you’re on the stage, meeting with A&Rs to make sure they are aware of you and what you’re doing, checking in, pushing you forward for the opportunities, finding you extra revenue wherever and however they can.




My manager/brother Damon has been absolutely crucial because my natural tendency is to stay in the studio and work and I’m not great at answering emails or phone calls, so without having my brother running the business and having his team out there putting my name out in the world, trying to drum up business, trying to get me in the room with people, I wouldn’t have as many opportunities. Julian Bunetta





Firm but fair in business ★ No one wants a manager to be a pushover or be overeager to please or accept the first offer. And no one wants a manager who goes in too heavy-handed and kills the deal instantly. A balance in business deals is preferable. A manager who knows how to get what you want without destroying the business relationships. Being firm but always fair is the best foot forward for a long term career.


Passionate about what you do ★ Your manager should love your music, love what you do and genuinely want you to succeed. They should have a sincere passion for their job and be willing to go above and beyond for their creatives because they understand this is your life and you go above and beyond creatively every day. When you win, they win too and they will do anything to ensure you thrive because they believe in you.




My managers were instrumental in making me feel like I was able to do what I did, and they believed in me. This is such an isolated profession and sometimes you just need someone to tell you that what you did is really good. Simon Aldred


My managers at Crush [management] have always viewed me as an artist, and even when I’m writing for other people, I’m still an artist in that respect. They have the sensitivity to know that’s it’s not a nine to five for me and they give me the freedom to feel like I can be myself and not have to do things that I’m not comfortable doing. They’ve always been so supportive. Ilsey Juber


My manager tenaciously believes in me as an artist. Even when I’m going through my doubts, he’s there looking out for me and thinks my best work is still ahead of me. Dan Wilson





Knows how to get the best from you ★ Your manager should always listen and get to know what way you like to work, what gets the best out of you creatively and even how to approach you with business things to always protect your creativity. Once they know what gets the best from you, they can utilise that and help to get you in the best creative scenarios.




Damon is my sounding board – when the session’s over I call him and we discuss the day. Maybe he’ll push back and give me a new thought about this or that, and that helps me work through my problems and my struggles with him there as my mirror. Julian Bunetta





HOW TO FIND A MUSIC MANAGER


One of the main questions I get asked by young songwriters is, ‘How do I find a manager?’ And honestly, there’s no one direct way. There are so many managers out there and it’s all about finding the right one for you, and that can take some time. You could meet your future manager through another creative you work with. Or a manager may hear your music online and reach out or see you playing live somewhere and approach you. You may get introduced by a mutual friend or meet at a music industry event, or you may already be friends from school or college. I guess my main advice on finding a manager is get yourself and your music out there, be a part of the music community, go to events, play live gigs, put music online, email management companies about your music, attend writing sessions with the other creatives, because you just never know when that introduction will happen that could change your life. Even if you end up meeting with a manager who isn’t looking to take on more clients, still meet with them and pick their brain on who they might be able to connect you with that makes sense for what you’re looking for.
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