CAREERS:  SOUND RECORDING


(Note:  This section refers to careers in the business side of the industry.  Those who want to pursue a career in the music side should consult http://musicians.about.com.)


As noted in the text, the sound recording industry continues to undergo a major transition.  In decades past, recording equipment was so expensive that producers and performers had to share studio facilities.  As a result elaborate sound studios grew up in several cities with ties to the music industry:  Los Angeles, New York, Nashville, Chicago, London.  These studios prospered along with the big record labels that supported them.  Today, however, with low-cost digital equipment, many producers and artists use smaller, independent studios.  Additionally, the Internet has revolutionized recording distribution and promotion.  Consequently, the major record labels are no longer as influential nor as profitable as they once were.  

Entry-level positions


In sum, these are difficult times for the recording industry and the job outlook for the next few years is not promising.  Nonetheless, for those who are willing to put up with a bit of uncertainty about future prospects, there are several different career paths: engineering, creative, business.


If the engineering side of the industry is of interest to you, you should take courses in audio engineering offered by the Recording Institute of America.  Checking out any local recording studio in your area is also recommended.  An internship is also helpful in making connections for the future.


If your interests lie more in the creative area, you might consider becoming a record producer.  Courses in media, business administration and music are helpful.  Try to link up with local talent and local studios.  Gain practical experience by investing in audio recording hardware and software and making a couple of recording of local bands.  A couple of successful projects might get you a position as an in-house producer at a local studio.  Some producers may become managers for a particular performer or group.


On the business side, courses in media, marketing, advertising and business are helpful.  Some universities offer courses in recording industry management. If there is a branch of a major label or an independent label located nearby check for openings as a sales rep or a local promotion person, publicizing upcoming concerts.  The same advice holds for those interested in advertising and merchandising.


It’s difficult to give advice for someone interested in the A&R department.  At the lowest level, A&R newcomers scout out new bands, scan the Internet for fresh talent and pass on any promising performers to the label’s A&R manager. Developing contacts with new performers and their managers is a crucial part of success.

Upward mobility


Keep in mind that many record labels have downsized and many middle-level managerial jobs have evaporated.  In any case, newcomers in the engineering department progress to staff engineers and ultimately to senior engineers.  A few may cross over and become producers but this is a rare event.  Once a person commits to a technical career he or she usually stays there.


Producers often progress to similar positions with major companies.  Their next step up is would be the position of executive producer.  Some independent producers go on to start their own independent labels, a path that’s becoming more common since the Internet helps make promotion and distribution more affordable.


Those who start in one of the business departments at a major label advance by moving up the corporate ladder.  Many top managers often have a background in distribution or production.

Salaries


It is hard to find general salary information about the recording industry.  One difficulty is that salaries vary widely so that averages may be misleading. Further, much of the work is done freelance with no regular guaranteed salary. With that as a caveat, here are some salary data from 2008:

From Free-loops.com: Record producer: average annual salary @ $45,000 (but can range up to $1 million).   

From PayScale.com: Music Recording Engineer: average annual salary @$55,000

From DegreeDirectory.org:  Artist manager:  average annual salary: @$54,000 (but can range much higher)

