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  In the fall of 2003, I took out two small business loans and started my own business. My background was in live sound reinforcement and live recording, and I’d made a name for myself by producing some really high-quality recordings. Somewhere along the line I got the fine idea that I wanted to open my own studio—and record bigger, better, and higher-paying clients. I was so excited the day I applied for my first loan; all I could think about was getting to Guitar Center and picking up the gear I had chosen to start off my studio. I was excited to have new toys to play with!




  




  A couple of short months later, I had just opened my home-based recording studio to the world. I was full of hope and dreams and all the other stuff small businesses rely on to get by. Right after I opened I made contact with a very promising client, and I was waiting for him to come to my home studio to have a consultation meeting. It was one of my first serious client meetings and I was extremely nervous, as you might expect.




  My studio was in a chic urban loft complex that I could barely afford, chosen specifically for double-duty as living and recording space, with my control room in a spare bedroom connected to my large, open living room, which was doubling as my live recording room. I had prepared the night before with a playlist of my best demo material and even ran the vacuum sweeper to make sure my studio looked its best. I prepared myself to answer every potential question. The client showed up somewhat late (the old joke of “rock and roll time,” a built-in, automatic tardiness of anywhere between fifteen and thirty minutes when dealing with musicians, is actually painfully accurate) and I enthusiastically buzzed him up. Our pre-meeting conversations had been great, and I felt like we were a perfect match. His band sounded great, and with some of my production magic, their album could be one of the best projects I’d ever worked on.




  After opening my door and exchanging pleasantries, we walked into my studio—at the time, a very modest setup that included a small but capable Pro Tools interface, some good microphone preamps, and the latest Apple iMac, a machine with great processing power for the time. He froze completely, the disappointment in his face substantial—even the unnecessary eyeliner this 20-something-year-old man was wearing couldn’t hide his true feelings.




  “Um . . . where’s the mixing board and all that kind of . . . stuff?” he asked, waving his hand dismissively at the places in my studio where he envisioned the equipment should be.




  “Well, this is it. Welcome to my control room. How about we take a listen to some—”




  “I’m sorry, I . . . ” he said, cutting me off mid-sentence. “I just thought I was coming to a real recording studio. Sorry. I don’t think this is going to work out.”




  And with that, he turned around and walked out the door. I was devastated; certainly, it was a demoralizing experience for a young business owner in the first months of business. At worst, the sinking feeling I got from the experience was equivalent to meeting a perfect-sounding date on the Internet, having great, hours-long phone conversations, and then finally meeting after weeks of anticipation only to go home afraid to ever meet someone online again. I wasn’t prepared for somebody to look at my hard-earned studio and reject it. I probably sat on the couch feeling sorry for myself for days afterward.




  Losing this client hurt, especially because it had nothing to do with my skill as an audio engineer. He looked at my modest home studio and assumed that because I was missing what he envisioned as the stereotypical recording studio experience, my work wasn’t worth his time or money. I knew better, but it still hurt. It was a big challenge to overcome, and I wish I could tell you that this was the only time this happened. Unfortunately, being a home-based business presents many challenges, this being just one of them.




  Fortunately for you, times have changed drastically. The recording industry has been turned upside down by the DIY ethic of today’s independent musicians. Studios themselves aren’t what they used to be, and the expectations of most technologically savvy musicians have been realigned to reflect this. While big mixing boards and racks of outboard gear (especially those beautiful SSL and Neve consoles) make fantastic recordings in capable hands, small home-based studios can produce quality work with carefully selected, affordable gear. It’s never been a better time to jump into the world of studio recording, especially as a home-based business. That being said, you’ve got some awfully stiff competition. In today’s economy, many bands are finding it just as easy to record their music in their own home studios, using any of the plethora of equipment priced within reach of most working musicians.




  As time went on, running my business presented a whole new set of challenges. I’m confident enough to admit I made some big mistakes. The first year out, I was clueless about good financial management. And the business plan I had written? It wasn’t worth the paper I printed it on. I also completely screwed up my taxes. I screwed them up so bad that I didn’t even file them. How’s that for giving up? (And, as the IRS knows, I took care of it later on.)




  I learned more and more about the hard work ethic it requires to run your own business day in and day out.




  A year into it, I had completely changed everything—from where my business was located, to how I managed my bookkeeping and taxes, and taking more time to see the details through to the end. I was giving my clients the best experience they could ask for—efficiency and value, along with very high-quality work. It took time, but I had finally hit my stride, and it took a year of cluelessly running my business before I was able to realize I had to take time to do it right. I started over, rewriting my business plan and sticking to it. I had a more realistic vision of where I needed to be. And by taking time to learn some very valuable lessons the hard way, I became a much better businessperson.




  While it may seem really easy, running a home-based business is actually very, very hard work. In your home environment you’ve got distractions—a lot of them, especially if you’ve got kids at home. Being unable to separate “home” from “work” is another issue you’ll need to find a way to overcome. However, the rewards are well worth it. Being able to set your own schedule and call the shots on your business’s day-to-day operations is worth all of the frustration that will come from running this business. It’s also potentially heartbreaking when things don’t go your way. Trust me, I’ve felt this, too.




  I’ve written this book to be the reference I never had when opening my home-based recording studio. I’m very confident that you’ll be able to use this book to guide you through the extremely rough terrain that comes with starting your own business. And you’ll be able to use the solid foundation that this book gives you to keep your business running soundly (and hopefully profitably).




  So, strap in and enjoy the ride—whether you’re going full-time or part-time, opening a small project studio or a major commercial-grade tracking facility, you’re in for a journey filled with hard work, heartache, and stress like you’ve never felt before. In the end, whether your business succeeds or not, you’ll know you gave it your best shot.




  Let’s get started.
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  Why Start a Home-Based Recording Studio?




  A few years ago the idea of a fully functional recording studio inside someone’s home was a key component in most rock-star fantasies, but in reality this concept was far out of reach both financially and logistically. In order to have a studio worthy of attracting paying clients (and capable of churning out professional-quality work), you needed to dedicate two things most people in this industry don’t have: money and space. Think about it: To have a studio capable of recording twenty-four tracks simultaneously, you’d need a mixing board, lots of outboard gear (compressors, gates, effects, and equalizers), and analog or digital multitrack recorders, not to mention the space for your clients to set up and record properly—including isolation rooms for vocals and acoustic instruments. Even buying middle-of-the-road equipment, you were looking at several thousand dollars to even get started. How the times have changed!




  Now, a spare bedroom, empty garage, or basement can easily be turned into a functional, world-class studio with a relatively low investment. Recording equipment of such high quality has never before been available at such reasonable prices, allowing smaller studios access to industry-standard quality at a fraction of what you’d have paid ten or fifteen years ago. You’re not just limited to simple two- or four-track recording either; we’re talking as many channels as you could possibly need, often in 24-bit, 96-kHz resolution. If you’re a good recording engineer with confidence in your skills, working from home should pose no limitation to producing quality work, especially given the tools you have access to with a modest budget. In fact, some great albums by multiplatinum artists were recorded in their own home studios. And many started out as rough sketches made by the band in their bedrooms (or, as is increasingly common, on the tour bus) with what’s now considered consumer-grade equipment.




  Aside from the obvious benefits of being your own boss (more on this challenging scenario later), the biggest benefit of running your business from home is the advantage of not having the high overhead of a full-on commercial operation. This means lower prices for your clients, which translates to more business and better profits for you. Buying or renting a space, building it out to your specifications, maintaining it, and paying utilities can add up very quickly—easily to the half-million-dollar mark (or more) if you choose to go with top-notch acoustic treatment. If you’re already paying for housing (rent, mortgage, barter, whatever the situation may be) and you have extra space, using this space for your business makes perfect sense.




  Is Self-Employment for You?




  Someone once said, “What’s the greatest benefit of being self-employed? Calling my old boss every day at noon to tell him I just woke up.” It’s a funny line, but I guarantee the person who wittily came up with that joke wasn’t telling the whole story. You see, self-employment, even on the days you can sleep in until noon, is very hard work. According to the results of Gallup Work and Education Surveys done from 2006 to 2009, almost half of self-employed Americans work between forty-four and sixty hours per week, going well beyond the standard forty-hour workweek followed by most workers in private companies; in fact, over a quarter of all self-employed people reported working over sixty hours per week. That’s a lot of extra time to put in, and it may seem daunting, but remember one thing: You’re doing everything. You are your business. You’ll be handling marketing, payroll, accounting, and providing the actual product or service your business offers—a lot of responsibility!




  For all the hard work that comes with running your own business, you’ve also got some distinct advantages. Want to always be home when the kids get dropped off from school? You can be. Want to travel, spend time with friends and family, and generally enjoy the benefits of setting your own schedule? That’s something you can work toward, too—but remember, it won’t come easy. Running a business means a lot more responsibility than you may have had previously, simply because it’s necessary to wear many different hats at the same time, until it’s economically feasible to bring in other employees.




  The biggest problem for most self-employed people is giving up the financial stability and benefits that come from a typical job. After thirty-four-and-a-half years, my father retired from a security job at a steel mill with fantastic benefits—health insurance, retirement savings, a credit union with low-interest home and auto loans, paid vacation, not to mention a reliable middle-class paycheck. It was a job he didn’t particularly like, but he did it because it was stable and allowed him to support his family well. Being without this reliable paycheck would have been extremely hard for him, as it is for many people, especially in today’s economic climate. Being self-employed means you’ll be single-handedly responsible for meeting your financial needs. If the business does poorly, you don’t make any money. You’ll also have to find your own benefits—and as a self-employed person, those benefits can cost a lot of money.




  

    Interns




    Interns are one solution that many recording studios rely on to provide quality help at no cost. Interns are usually college students or older, who have a working knowledge of the recording industry, and are eager to get some hands-on time in hopes of independently securing paid sessions in the future. Whether or not you hire interns is up to you, but if you treat them right (and give them plenty of hands-on time), they can become very valuable members of your team.


  




  Health insurance is one of those benefits that you will likely lose if you become self-employed; many employers provide health insurance as a free or reduced-cost benefit to their employees. Finding your own health coverage can be a challenge and downright expensive. In fact when I first became self-employed, I went without health insurance and was uninsured from 2002 through 2007 when I took a contract job that allowed me access to health benefits. I simply couldn’t find any affordable health coverage at the time, and having a small pre-existing condition didn’t help matters. (For those in the same situation, it’s important to note that you can include pre-existing medical conditions into your new coverage if there’s no gap in coverage.) The idea of being uninsured is scary to many people, especially those with special medical issues that require prescriptions and frequent check-ups, not to mention the devastating costs of an accident or long-term illness. Managing your finances is another very important part of running your own business. We’ll talk about it in more detail later, but managing the business’s financial needs can be one of the most daunting and time-consuming things you have to tackle. Keep in mind that being “the boss” doesn’t mean you can reach into your takings and spend money at any time; just like any other business, you’ll need to pay your expenses and taxes while also taking care of yourself.




  Meet Your New Boss—YOU




  When I first made the decision to pursue a career as a self-employed person, I had lofty expectations. While there was something really attractive about setting my own schedule, there was equal attraction to the romantic idea of being lazy whenever I wanted. It wasn’t long before I realized that the actual lifestyle of the self-employed is nowhere near the lifestyle of the independently wealthy—something I somehow didn’t realize. Being your own boss is hard work, and it takes a remarkable amount of discipline. As mentioned earlier, being self-employed is quite a challenge; it requires a great deal of patience, an attention to detail like you’ve never imagined, and a Zen-like tolerance for the unexpected. That’s not even touching on the complicated financial realities of being self-employed.




  What does it mean to be your own boss? Quite simply, it’s all about discipline. In your old life, chances are you showed up, worked your job, and went home. You did whatever it was that you did, did it well, and collected a paycheck. Not any more! The clients are your customers and their needs will always dictate your actions, ultimately, but you’re also going to have to learn to manage yourself as if you’re managing an employee. When you’re the boss, time management is the most critical aspect of your workday. Running your own business will require you to make plenty of time for all of the necessary maintenance that a business requires, and because you’re the boss, you’re going to have to crack the proverbial whip to get yourself going.




  Consistency is one of the most important things you’ll need to remember when it comes to managing yourself. Making a schedule, sticking to it, and meeting your weekly goals is the best way to make sure you’re running your business successfully.




  Just being a good recording engineer isn’t enough. You might be able to turn out a great product in record time, but there’s a lot you need to do behind the scenes. Keep in mind that your business will also need you, as the owner, to:
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  Remember what we just said about how most self-employed workers put in long hours? I’m sure you can see why. If this is your new full-time job, you’ll have a lot of weight to carry. Are you considering going only part-time? That’s great, too, but you’re still a business. The rules don’t change just because you’re only running a part-time studio. You’re still responsible for making sure that your business is legal and your finances are in order, no matter what. In chapter 4, we’ll get into these necessities in greater detail.




  Checklist: Are You Ready to Be Your Own Boss?




  

    So, do you think you’re ready to be your own boss? Sure, it’s exciting—I remember how good it felt to go to work for myself. But it’s also a lot of hard work, and it requires a certain amount of discipline to accomplish. How do you know if you’re ready to be your own boss?




    [image: chpt_fig_003.png] Can you work well under pressure, with little guidance or extra hands?




    [image: chpt_fig_003.png] Can you figure out precisely how much you need to get by, and how you’ll leverage your business to (hopefully) bring it in for you?




    [image: chpt_fig_003.png] Do you feel confident in your abilities, not only to offer a quality product and service, but in your ability to manage a business?




    [image: chpt_fig_003.png] Can you stay on-task, despite always having the distractions of home?




    If you answered yes to all of these, then congratulations—you’ve got the right mindset to take a stab at your own business.


  




  Balancing Work AND Family




  As should now be clear, running your own recording studio is a big undertaking. It’s not just putting your engineering skills to the test, it’s running a business, too. If you’re working a traditional job at this time, you’ve probably got a good handle on how to divide your time between work and home. It’s easy. You clock out at the end of the day and leave work behind. But running your own business is a new thrill like you never expected—it will easily become an all-consuming, twenty-four-hour worry. The success or failure of your new venture is entirely your responsibility, and this adds considerable stress to your daily life. It can also start affecting those closest to you: your family.




  Balancing work and family is one of the most important things you’ll need to learn when starting your own business, especially one that’s located in your own home. While you might be tempted to funnel every ounce of your energy and every second of your time into your new venture, you’ll need to set up boundaries. Yes, you’ll likely put in more hours per week than you did at your previous job, especially when things get going full speed. But remember: What good is the extra work if you can’t make time for what’s important in your life also? Take it from someone who’s been in your shoes: Find a good balance between the time you spend working, the time you spend with those you care about, and the time you spend doing things you enjoy.




  How the Industry Has Changed




  First and foremost, you need to have a keen understanding of how this process has changed over the years. Knowing the basics of the professional music industry isn’t a bonus—it’s something you will be expected to provide, from your first client onward. Even if your client doesn’t have any aspirations beyond the local scene, upholding industry-standard practices and policies within your studio will only help further your studio’s reputation as a professional, industry-standard resource in your local community.




  The music business as a whole has seen a lot of change in the last few years. Nowhere else has there been better evidence of this than in the home recording studio. Independent music is the way of the future—just look at how much money the major labels have lost recently—and with a small recording studio, you’re in a great position to help this growing market. As a small operation, you’re unlikely to attract much commercial interest from larger-label artists until you’ve established yourself as an engineer. The vast majority of your clientele will be independent musicians coming to you to record demos (mainly for use in booking shows or to take to a larger, more expensive commercial studio later on) or full-length albums that they intend to release for both promotion and profit.




  One of the game-changing realities of the music business is digital distribution. In the past, when an artist wanted to release an album to the masses, they had to go through a traditional channel: the record label. With the exception of a few mail-order companies (and many of those, too, were controlled by record labels), artists had very little affordable access to recording studios, duplication, and physical product distribution. In order to put out a record on your own, you had to be either very well connected or extremely wealthy—sometimes both. Record labels controlled everything: the recording process, how an artist was promoted, where an artist’s albums were sold, and how much money the artist made for his or her work. Getting signed to a label was the be-all end-all for most performing musicians.




  In the late 1990s, the playing field started to level slightly through two major revolutions. One, recording technology began to get a lot cheaper, and more successful mid- and small-sized operations started to offer more affordable recording, mastering, and duplication—especially on CD. Two, the Internet, for the first time, put the same promotional and distribution channels of the major labels into the hands of independent musicians. These days a band can, theoretically, start with nothing and work their way up to being successful through their own hard work and hustle, using many of the same avenues that previously only major labels had access to.




  Are Your Skills Up to Par?




  When talking to musicians who’ve worked with recording studios in the past, one of the most frustrating experiences that many of them expressed was working with an engineer who didn’t have the skills necessary to pull off a full-scale production. Unfortunately, that’s a big problem with the digital revolution of most recording studios. While I don’t want to discourage you from following your dreams, keep in mind that your skills may need some polishing before you begin taking on paying clients. Many of today’s software packages offer pre-sets and plug-ins that can give you a fairly professional-sounding mix with very little work on your part. Unfortunately, just being able to use these tools to your satisfaction may not necessarily indicate that you’re ready to move on to accepting paying clients.




  Being a good audio engineer requires a deep familiarity with the tools, procedures, and technical theories that make good recordings possible. That being said, playing everything “by the book” is one of the biggest downfalls of aspiring sound engineers, too. I see a lot of this when working with new engineers—and it’s very frustrating, especially when I see good clients trusting their complex work to someone who doesn’t understand the basics. Look at it this way: Just because there’s a common set of rules for certain situations doesn’t mean that those rules apply to everything. You’ll have to learn to utilize your knowledge and skills in every possible situation.




  So how can you tell if your skills are up to tackling a commercial recording studio situation? Here’s a list of basic skills—compiled with the help of fellow professional-level audio engineers—that you should be proficient in before considering yourself open for business. Remember, going into a complicated session without the knowledge to bail yourself out of just about any situation can cost you time and money, not to mention a gigantic hit to your reputation.




  Audio Engineering: Basic Skill Requirements




  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] Signal Flow. Knowledge of basic electrical engineering concepts, including gain structure, balanced and unbalanced connections, and simple cable repair. Working knowledge of phase relationships.




  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] Software. Professional-level mastery of both Avid Pro Tools and Apple Logic Pro (at a bare minimum); 98 percent of projects will require one of these two suites.




  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] Microphones. Working knowledge of polar patterns, element types, and appropriate applications, including stereo microphone techniques (X/Y, ORTF, NOS, A/B, etc.).




  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] Outboard Equipment. Even if you’re planning on staying in-the-box for mixing and mastering, you’ll still need working knowledge of the signal flow and operation of microphone preamplifiers, compressors, gates, equalizers, and other processing gear as necessary.




  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] Editing Techniques. Fluency with linear audio editing (splicing, blending, fades, normalization); Auto-Tune and Melodyne pitch correction; aesthetically appropriate dynamics control, including compression, gating, expanders, and limiters; and extensive knowledge of how to appropriately apply equalization.




  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] Mixing Techniques. You should be able to achieve high-quality stereo mixes with depth, character, and richness to your clients’ exact specifications. Expertise with the aesthetics of a quality mix is essential, and being able to dissect a mix to diagnose and repair phase anomalies and sloppy editing is mandatory.




  Your Most Important Tool: Your Ears




  Hearing conservation is one of the most ignored topics for audio engineers. It might not seem like a subject you need to pay attention to this early in the game, but if you want a long, prosperous career in music production, protecting your hearing is very, very important—that’s why you’re reading this in the first chapter, before you dig in to the studio-building process. While we obsess over our microphone and racks of equipment that look fancy and sound great, the most valuable and important piece of equipment that we all have—and need—is our ears. We only get one pair. Unlike most of our other equipment, we can’t just call over to Guitar Center or Sweetwater and order a new set of eardrums, or swap out our auditory nerves for a fresh pair. Hearing loss has somehow become both a running joke and bragging right among musicians and engineers, but it’s no laughing matter. Constant unprotected exposure to loud sounds can, over time, make your hearing less sensitive and less accurate, not to mention the constant ringing of tinnitus that can develop. In extreme cases there’s potential for profound hearing loss that can affect your normal day-today life as well as completely end your career as a musician or recording engineer.




  Keep in mind one simple rule: Hearing loss comes from extended exposure. For a full eight-hour workday, a constant 85 decibels is the most you should be exposed to, unprotected. Think that sounds like a lot of leverage? Think again. A busy city street can clock in at around 80 decibels; a band playing at full-on volume can come near to 120 decibels. Today’s high-definition studio monitors can easily push close to that, so you’re not completely safe in your control room, either; at 120 decibels, you’re only safe for seven-and-a-half-minutes-worth of exposure.




  Fortunately, there are many options to keep your ears healthy. First, consider investing in a small sound pressure level (SPL) meter. These can cost less than $50— in fact, I’ve recently begun using an iPhone application that does a rather good job of giving me a baseline reading of my SPL exposure, especially on long mixing sessions. Second, invest in some good earplugs. Avoid foam-type earplugs; while these protect your hearing well, they do so by blocking out sound waves as a whole, resulting in a muffled sound with very little mid- or high-end information. Instead try earplugs that filter the sound, giving you a full-spectrum frequency response, only with reduced volume. You can purchase a pair for under $20 from popular brands such as Etymotic and Mack’s—look for earplugs labeled as “musicians’ earplugs.” For around $150, companies such as Future Sonics, Sensaphonics, and Westone can make custom-fit, filtered earplugs that provide excellent isolation and optimum sound quality—a small investment when you’re constantly exposed to loud sounds.
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