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Start And Run Your
Own Record Label

For music lovers and
aspiring
entrepreneurs alike,
the dream of
discovering raw
talent and shaping
the sound of a
generation is a
powerful motivator.
The idea to start
and run your own
record label is
more accessible
today than it has
ever been, thanks to
the democratization
of music production
and digital
distribution.
However, while the
barrier to entry has
lowered, the path to
a sustainable and
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requires more than
just a good ear for
music. It demands a
strategic mindset, a
solid understanding
of the music
business landscape,
and a relentless
work ethic. This
guide will walk you
through the
essential steps, from
the initial spark of
an idea to the daily
operations of a
thriving independent
label, ensuring you
have the roadmap
needed to turn your
passion into a
profitable venture.
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Label's

Identity and

Niche

Before you think
about signing artists
or recording music,
you need a clear
vision. The most
successful

independent labels
are not generic; they
have a distinct

identity that
resonates with a
specific  audience.

Your identity is your
brand, and it will
dictate every
decision you make,
from the artwork to
the marketing
strategy.

Finding Your
Musical Focus

What genre or sub-

genre Pefittind ¥ our

you up? While it
might be tempting
to start a label that
does everything
from jazz to death
metal, this approach
often dilutes your
brand. The most
effective labels are
curators. Think
about labels like
Stones Throw
(eclectic, but with a
distinct underground
feel) or 4AD
(ethereal,

alternative). By
focusing on a

specific
niche—whether it's
lo-fi  hip-hop, deep

house, indie folk, or
experimental

electronic—you
become a
destination for fans
of that sound. This
focus allows you to
build a community
rather than just a
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customer
When you start and
run your owhn
record label, your

niche is vyour
strongest asset in a
crowded

marketplace.

Developing
Your Brand
Aesthetics

Your visual identity
is just as important
as the music. A
cohesive brand
aesthetic—consisten
t across your logo,
album artwork,
website, and social
media—signals
professionalism. It
tells potential fans
and artists that you
have a point of view.
Consider the visual
language of labels
like Ninja Tune or
Secretly Canadian.

recognizable. Your
brand should reflect
the mood and
culture of the music
you are releasing.
This visual
consistency helps
build trust and
recognition, which is
crucial for long-term
growth.

Building a
Solid Business
Foundation

Many passionate
music fans fail as
label owners
because they
neglect the business
side. A record label
is a business, and it
must be treated as
such from day one.
This involves
structure, legal
considerations, and
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Choosing a
Business
Structure

The first decision is
how to legally
structure your label.
The most common
options for small
independent labels
are:

e Sole
Proprietorshi
p: The
simplest
option. You
are the
business. Easy
to set up, but
you are
personally
liable for all
debts and
legal issues.

e Limited
Liability
Company
(LLC): The
most popular
choice for

independent
labels. It
protects your
personal
assets (like
your car and
house) from
business
liabilities. It is
slightly more
complex to set
up but offers
vital
protection.

e Partnership:
If you are
starting the
label with a
partner, this
structure
outlines
ownership and
profit splits.
An LLC can
also be
structured as
a partnership.

Consulting with a
small business
accountant or
lawyer is a wise



Start And Run Your Own Record Label

investment at this
stage. This step is
non-negotiable when
you decide to start
and run your own
record label
professionally.

Securing Your
Label Name
and
Trademarks

You've chosen the
perfect name. Now,
you need to protect
it. First, check if the
name is available.
Search on the
USPTO (United
States Patent and
Trademark  Office)
website and across
social media
platforms. Claiming
your domain name
and social media
handles early is
critical. While a full
federal trademark

is an essential asset
for protecting your
brand. It prevents
other labels from
using a confusingly
similar name and
gives you legal
recourse if they do.

Setting Up Your
Finances

Open a separate
business bank
account. This is
crucial for tracking
income and
expenses for tax
purposes. Create a
basic budget. How
much money do you
need for:

e Recording and
mixing
sessions

e Artwork and
graphic design

e Manufacturing
(vinyl,
cassettes,
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Reledsiivgtion

fees

» Marketing and
promotion (PR,
playlisting,
advertising)

e Legal and
accounting
fees

Be realistic about
your startup capital.
Many successful
labels start on a
shoestring budget,
focusing on digital
releases  first to
minimize risk and
build a reputation
before investing in
more expensive
physical formats.

The Core
Operations:
Finding,
Signing, and

This is the heart of
the matter. Without
great music, you
have nothing. Your
ability to find talent
and effectively
release their work
will determine your
success.

A&R: Scouting
and Signing
Artists

As a small label, you
likely won't have
A&R (Artists and
Repertoire) scouts.
You are the A&R.
Where do you find
artists? Listen to
SoundCloud,

Bandcamp, Spotify
playlists, and go to
local shows. Look for
artists who are
already doing the
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work—they have a
following, they are
active on social
media, and they
have a clear sound.

When you approach
an artist, have a
clear pitch. Why
should they sign
with your label
instead of releasing
independently? Your
value proposition
might include:

e Accesstoa
network of
producers and
mixers.

e Professional
mastering.

e Expertise in
distribution
and
promotion.

e Financial
support for
recording
costs.

e A built-in

community.

Do not just offer a

"record deal." Offer
a partnership.
Understanding
Recording
Contracts

Contracts can be
intimidating, but
they are essential. A
standard recording
agreement covers:

e Grant of
Rights: The
artist licenses
their
recordings to
the label for a
specific period
(e.g., 1-3
years or for a
specific
number of
albums).

* Royalties:
How the
income from
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streams is
split (e.q.,
50/50, 60/40
in the artist's
favor).
Advances: An
upfront
payment to
the artist that
is recouped
from their
royalties.
Recoupment:
All label
expenses
(recording,
marketing,
video
production)
are paid back
from the
artist's share
of revenue
before they
receive any
royalties.
Ownership:
Who owns the
master
recordings? In
traditional

deals, the
label owns
them. In
modern, artist-
friendly deals,
ownership
might revert
to the artist
after a certain
period.

It is strongly
recommended to
have a lawyer look
over any contract.
A bad deal can ruin
a relationship and
your reputation.
Trust is the currency
of the music
industry.

Production and
Manufacturing

Once signed, the
process begins. This
involves:

e Recording:
Covering
studio time or



Start And Run Your Own Record Label

paying for a
producer/mixe
r.

e Mastering:
The final
polish to
ensure the
tracks sound
great on all
systems.

¢ Manufacturin
g: For physical
releases, you
need to
choose a
pressing plant
for vinyl or a
duplicator for
CDs. Be aware
that vinyl has
long lead
times (months
in advance).

 Digital
Distribution:
You will use a
distributor
(like DistroKid,
TuneCore, or a
larger indie
distributor like

The Orchard or
FUGA) to get
your music
onto Spotify,
Apple Music,
Amazon, etc.

Marketing
and
Promotion in
the Digital

Releasing music is
only half the battle.
Getting people to
hear it is the real
challenge. A well-
executed marketing
campaign is
essential for
breaking new artists
and building your
label's reputation.

Building a Pre-
Release
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Campaign

Don't drop music

cold. Build
anticipation. A
typical campaign

lasts 4-8 weeks and
includes:

e Announceme
nt: Artwork,
release date,
pre-save link.

e Single
Release: Drop
1-2 songs
before the full
project.

e Music Video:
Visuals are
crucial for
engagement
on social
media.

e Press and
Playlisting:
This is where a
good publicist
or strong DIY
outreach
comes in. Get
your music on

relevant blogs,
YouTube
channels, and
editorial
Spotify
playlists.

e Social Media
Content:
Behind-the-
scenes photos,
teaser videos,
interviews
with the artist.
Be consistent
and authentic.

Leveraging
Social Media as
a Label

Your label's social
media pages should
be a hub for your
community. Do not
just post links to
streaming services.
Engage with your
followers. Share
stories about your
artists. Create a
unique hashtag for
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your label.
Instagram Reels and
TikTok to showcase
snippets of new
music. Consider
running targeted ads
on Instagram and
Facebook to reach
new fans who are
likely to enjoy your
specific genre.

The Role of a
Distributor

A good digital
distributor does
more than just put
your music on
platforms. They also
provide marketing
tools, such as:

e Pitching to
Spotify
Editorial
Playlists: This
is a major
source of
streams.

e Release

Tools to
manage
timelines.

 Analytics:
Detailed data
on where your
streams are
coming from,
who your
listeners are,
and which
platforms are
performing
best.

Use this data to
inform your next
move. Are your
listeners in Japan?
Target your ads
there. Is a particular
single performing
well on Amazon
Music? Focus your
promotion there.

The Financial
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Money and
Royalties

Understanding the
flow of money is
critical to survive.

Understanding
Royalty
Streams

There are multiple
types of royalties in
the music business:

e Mechanical
Royalties: For
physical sales
(vinyl, CD) and
permanent
digital
downloads. In
the US, these
are often
handled by
The Harry Fox
Agency (HFA)
or your
distributor.

* Rerasi

Royalties: For
streams on
Spotify, Apple
Music, and for
radio play.
These are
collected by
Performance
Rights
Organizations
(PROs) like
ASCAP, BMI, or
SESAC in the
us.

Master
Royalties:
The income
from the use
of the actual
recording
(e.g.,inaTV
show, film, or
commercial).
The label (as
the owner of
the master)
and the artist
share this.
Synchronizat
ion (Sync)
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Licensing:
Granting
permission for
a song to be
used in a film,
TV show, video
game, or
advertisement
. This can be a
significant
revenue
stream for
labels.

You will need to
register with a PRO
and a mechanical
licensing agency to
ensure your artists
get paid. This is a
complex but
essential part of
running a label.

Budgeting for
Longevity

Very few
independent labels
turn a profit in their
first year. Be

Your income will be
slow and
inconsistent.
Reinvest any early
profits back into the
label—into the next
release, Dbetter
marketing, or higher
quality
manufacturing.
Financial discipline is
the difference
between a hobby
and a business.
Always ask yourself:
"Does this expense
help us build our
brand or reach more
listeners?"

Scaling Your

Operation and
Building a

Once you have a few
successful releases
and a growing
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start to scale. This
might mean hiring a
part-time publicist,
collaborating with
other labels, or
expanding your
roster.

Hiring Help

You cannot do
everything alone

forever. As you
start and run your
own record label,
you will need to
delegate. Common
roles for a growing
label include:

e Social Media
Manager

e Publicist/PR
Agent



