JOHN BARILLA

Promoting Your Studio: Part I

eLet’sspeak frankly. The new year
is upon us, and recording studios
(both large and small) are bracing
for an extremely competitive period
in the months ahead. Sure, there is
still money to be made and somebody
will be making it, but will it be you?
Many studios are now feeling the
leading edge of a recession. Some
will survive and perhaps even pros-
per, but others will, undoubtedly, fail.
Economists can give us a list of
causes: runaway government spend-
ing, mounting consumer debt or the
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apocalyptic undertones of the Mid-
dle Eastern conflict, but these are
factors beyond our reach. The up-
shot is that a dark cloud is hovering
right now, but it will not stay forever.
Eventually (if history doesindeed re-
peat itself) the cloud will disappear,
and when the sun of economic pros-
perity again shows its face, it willbe a
brand new ball game.

How can a studio make it in these
uncertain times? There are no pat
answers here, but one thing is obvi-
ous: the competition for pieces of an
increasingly smaller pieis goingtobe
stiff. Studios will either become mo-
tivated to succeed or simply fall by
the wayside, and it seems to me that
the effective use of promotional tools
is going to be a key factor in survival.
Let me state out front that I am not
offering this advice as a person who
has already cornered the recording
market, but rather as one who is
vying for a share, just like you. So
let’s examine the arsenal of promo-
tional tools available to a studio
owner.

DEFINING YOUR
It should be clear that
electronic cottageers have

a unique profile in contrast to the
larger professional studio. This re-
quires unique strategies. Promo-
tional techniques that work for
larger studios are not always appli-
cable. The electronic cottage (as de-
fined in this magazine), while capa-
ble of turning out professional
broadcast quality products, is typi-
cally more specialized in scope, fur-
nished with much less expensive
equipment than the larger proshops,
occupies a much smaller space, and
in general, does not focus on the posh
amenities which are often expected.
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Hence, the overhead is much lower,
and the market more circumscribed.
While there are some exceptions,
realistically, electronic cottages are
not big contenders for major label re-
cording budgets or glitzy advertising
clients. This is not to say they don’t
turn out hit records or national com-
mercials, for they do; but the main
draw is for independently financed
masters, demos, regional commer-
cials, a/v projects and the whole pa-
rade of “wanna-be” songwriters and
vocalists seeking an affordable rep-
resentation of their musical con-
cepts. Most of these clients are inter-
ested solely in sonic value per dollar;
they will not pay extra for cushy fur-
niture or an attractive receptionist.
Whether your target market is the
mid-sized ad agency, the indepen-
dent record producer, or the young
songwriter, the point that must be
transmitted in any promotional
campaign is simply this: value.

PROMOTIONAL
CATEGORIES

All promotional efforts fit into two
basic categories: things you pay for
(otherwise known as advertising),
and things you get for free (other-
wise known as public relations).
There can actually be a lot of cross-
pollination between these two cate-
gories, but it is nonetheless a useful
distinction. For example, public rela-
tions is a relatively cost-free pursuit,
unless of course, you hire a profes-
sional PR person; then, PR can cost
as much as advertising. Still, the
kind of promotion you get from PR
can be different than that achieved
through advertising. Both angles
must therefore be covered.

Besides the out-of-pocket costs,
what is the major difference between
advertising and public relations?
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a huckster selling snake oil reme-
dies. We've all chuckled at the typeof
classifieds from some out-of-state
mail order production company that
offers to “put music to your song lyr-
ics for only $60 a song.” When you
use the classifieds, it's important to
distance yourself from that kind of
disreputable advertising. You must
assume your audience will pursue
you if given a legitimate opportunity,
so don’t resort to hyperbole.

Suppose your goal was to market a
musical soundtrack production ser-
vice to ad agencies who do industrial
and corporate audio visual presenta-
tions. First, you must select a trade
journal which servicesyour potential
audience. Then, you must write a
classified ad that will encourage
them to contact you. Perhaps you
can offer to send a free brochure of
yourservices and a rate card to those
who request it, or for a nominal
charge, a short sample cassette of
your work. Let’s face it, anyone who
takes the time to write you a note or
send you $3.00 for a sample cassette
is likely to be seriously looking for a
new vendor for the kind of services
you provide.

DIRECT MAIL

I’ve become a great fan of direct
mail advertising over the past few
years for one reason: I know it
works, because it works on me. I've
been induced to buy numerous items
and services, donate to some worthy
charities, get involved in political ac-
tivism—all because of some letters
somebody sent me. There’s so much
more you can say in a letter than in
either a space ad or classified ad. You
can really open up and make a total
case for the product or service you
are trying to sell. When marketing
the intimacy of a small studio or pro-
duction company, this can be an ex-
cellent way to go.

There is, of course, one major pro-
viso: you need to develop an accurate
mailing list of the audience you are
attempting to reach. Your research
needs to be current and scrupulously
targeted, else you will throw your
money away in postage and enve-
lopes. Goingto acommercial mailing
list company may not be the best
thing to do; it is expensive and may
not be narrowly focused enough fora
studio doing local or regional busi-
ness. It is probably best to gradually

compile a list yourself from personal
references or perhaps purchase a
roster from a local organization (like
an advertising club or a songwriters’
guild). This is the tricky part. Once
you've compiled a viable list you can
add to it, update it and keep ham-
mering away at the same central
core of potential clients until they
yell “uncle” and give you a shot at
their next project. All you need, todo
adirect mail campaign,isaPCanda
program that will allow you to com-
pile a list and print it out as labels.

Obviously, finding the right adver-
tising format requires a bit of experi-
mentation and a few dollars to in-
vest. Still, advertising can be what
makes the difference between a stu-
dio that is well-booked, and one
that’s stalled in its tracks. The ques-
tion we must constantly answer is
this: can we afford not to advertise?
Advertising—especially in today’s
market—needs to be seen as part of
our equipment; it’s almost as funda-
mental as studio monitors.

In the next issue, we’ll concentrate
on the kind of promotion you can get
for free: public relations for the
smaller studio. dg
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