
ism.org

© Incorporated Society of Musicians 2015

This guide is designed for music students 
and musicians just starting out in their 
professional careers.  

The ISM is the professional association for musicians. 
The ISM promotes the importance of music and 
protects the rights of those working within music with 
a range of campaigns, support and practical advice. 
We welcome as members professional musicians 
from all musical backgrounds and genres and from  
all areas of the profession. If you are a recent 
graduate or are still a music student you can join us  
at a discounted membership subscription rate.

 
The ISM guide  
for young musicians
Make Music Work advice series
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Create a portfolio career that suits you. Most musicians  
nowadays find themselves doing a wide range of 
different types of work within music. For example, 
they have the flexibility to teach during the day  
and perform in the evenings. 

Particularly when you are just starting out it is 
advisable to take on reasonably paid work when  
you are offered it, whether it involves teaching or 
performing or composing, in order to build yourself  
a portfolio of work in the music profession. 

You need to try to find the right balance between,  
on the one hand, being open to new opportunities 
whenever they arise and, on the other hand,  
making sure that you do not allow yourself to be 
exploited (for instance, by agreeing to work for nothing 
or for a low rate). Sometimes this can be a difficult 
judgment to make. ISM members can ask for advice 
from the ISM staff team.

A career in music

Performer  video by Chris Woodham   

Click on the images below to play the videos  
and find out what it is like to work as a:

Composer  video by Chris Roe  Music Teacher  video by Stephanie Reeve  

Conservatoires and universities offer a large 
range of post-graduate courses in music and in 
music-related topics, such as music technology and 
sound engineering, music therapy, community 
music, arts management and artist leadership, 
which could expand your skills and employability.  
For a list of what different universities offer, go to 
UCAS, UKAS Conservatoires, individual Conservatoire 
or University websites or Hotcourses.

In addition, ABRSM, Trinity College London and 
Rockschool all run teaching and performing 
diplomas. ABRSM and Trinity College of London 
also offer a level 4 Certificate in Music Education.

If you are looking for funding, Help Musicians 
UK’s funding wizard is a good place to start. 

Finally, don’t forget the importance of shorter 
training as part of your continuing professional 
development. We offer a wide range of free 
webinars and other training events to help you. 
Bookmark www.ism.org/training to keep an eye 
on what’s coming up. ISM members are entitled 
to up to 30% off when booking for our seminars, 
conferences and special events. ISM student 
members get up to 80% off.

Further training

http://www.ism.org
https://youtu.be/k9zcO0d57Pw
https://youtu.be/410dIM9bXWA
https://youtu.be/IJp1za_c3qY
http://www.ucas.com
http://www.ucas.com/conservatoires
http://www.hotcourses.com
http://gb.abrsm.org/en/our-exams/diplomas/
http://www.trinitycollege.com/site/?id=230
https://www.rockschool.co.uk/qualifications/music/diplomas/
https://www.helpmusicians.org.uk/emerging-musicians/funding-wizard
http://www.ism.org/training
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Social media
Make sure you have a presence on social media. 
This is a really important marketing tool for 
musicians. Set yourself up on Facebook, Twitter,  
You Tube and Vimeo to promote yourself and 
showcase your work. You may also want to have 
a profile on Linkedin. Remember to keep your  
social media pages up-to-date.

Find an outlet for your work such as a blog  
or magazine that you regularly write for.  
Try to become a ‘thought leader’ rather than 
a follower. 

Selling online
You can sell your music through YouTube but 
may also want to think about selling your  
recordings through iTunes to reach a large  
customer base online.

Think about getting your recordings onto Spotify. 

If you are an ISM member, have a look at our tips 
for selling music online.

Other online promotion
Use free websites like bandcamp and myspace 
to showcase your work if you are a composer 
or performer.

Networking
Network as much as possible. Take the initiative 
to make contact with people rather than waiting 
for people to make contact with you. 

Website
Create your own website and make sure that it is 
clear and accurate. You can create a professional-
looking website using a free website builder 
service like Weebly. If you’re an ISM member, you 
are entitled to up to 25% off website design with  
two companies who specialise in designing 
websites for musicians.   

Improve your website’s ranking in Google by 
learning how to write effectively for the web. 
There is a lot of free advice online about ‘writing 
for the web’ and a quick Google search will 
reveal several marketing blogs and advice 
articles to help you. Always ensure there is a lot 
of relevant, engaging information on your 
website which is regularly updated. This will help 
optimise your website so that it can be found 
easily by search engines. Find out more about 
search engine optimisation (SEO).

Think about using search engine advertising to 
draw attention to your website. Google Adwords 
is the most popular service for this.

Finding work

http://www.twitter.com/ism_music
http://www.linkedin.com/company/incorporated-society-of-musicians
http://www.facebook.com/ISMusicians
http://www.ism.org
http://www.apple.com/uk/itunes/working-itunes/sell-content/
http://www.apple.com/uk/itunes/working-itunes/sell-content/
http://www.ism.org/advice/selling-recordings-online
http://www.ism.org/advice/selling-recordings-online
https://bandcamp.com/
https://www.myspace.com/
https://soundcloud.com/
http://www.weebly.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Search_engine_optimization
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Search_engine_optimization
https://www.google.com/adwords/
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ISM Music Directory 
The ISM Music Directory is the UK’s only online 
directory of professional musicians and music 
students with proven credentials. ISM members 
can use this to promote themselves for free.  
You can include in your listing your contact 
details and details of your areas of expertise, 
instrument (if relevant), qualifications and 
experience as well video clips, images and links. 
Remember to keep your profile up-to-date with 
your latest successes and any new ventures.  
Find out how to update your listing.

Where to look for work
It is important that you take initiatives to find 
work. You should contact local schools and other 
potential customers directly and send them your 
CV, so that they have this on file should they 
have work for you in the future.

Useful websites where music job vacancies are 
advertised are:
• Rhinegold Jobs 
• Arts Jobs
• UK Music Jobs
• Musical Chairs
• Shooting People (film composer opportunities)
• Sound and Music (composer opportunities)

Make sure your CV is professionally presented 
and up-to-date.

Finding work

http://www.ism.org
http://musicdirectory.ism.org/cdirectoryadvancedsearch.aspx
http://www.ism.org/advice/how-to-update-your-music-directory-profile
http://www.rhinegoldjobs.co.uk
http://www.artsjobs.org.uk
http://uk.music-jobs.com
https://www.musicalchairs.info/jobs
https://shootingpeople.org/production/work/criteria/1/Sound_Music
http://www.soundandmusic.org/create/opportunities
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Running your business

As your business grows you may want to consider 
engaging an accountant to help you with the 
paperwork and your tax affairs. This might actually 
save you money. Remember ISM members have 
access to accountancy services at a discounted rate.

Record-keeping
If you are self-employed, you are legally obliged  
to institute an effective record-keeping system. 
You must keep a record of all your business takings 
(such as performance fees, royalties and teaching 
fees) and all your business expenses (such as 
travel, equipment repairs and payments to other 
musicians you engage). You will need this 
information to fill in your tax return at the end of 
your financial year. You must keep these  
records for six years. 

Keeping track of fees and bills
Good record-keeping also makes sound business 
sense. It helps you to keep track of fees due to you 
(so you know when to invoice and when to chase 
late payers). It also helps you to monitor and 
control your business expenses. 

On our website there are template forms you can 
use to keep track of the invoices you send out and 
record your expenses.

Tax & National Insurance
Most people starting out as music professionals 
choose to operate as self-employed sole traders. 
This means you are required in law to register 
with HMRC before 5 October in the tax year after 
the one in which you began trading. You can 
register online using the HMRC website.  

You will then have to file annual tax returns  
and pay any income tax and National Insurance 
which is due. The deadline for both filing your 
annual tax return and paying your income tax 
(and National Insurance) is 31 January after the  
end of the tax year to which the return relates. 
There are penalties for missing this deadline.

You will have to report all your income but are  
also entitled to offset against your taxable 
income expenses in respect of all self-employed 
work you do. 

For more help go to:

•  HMRC’s specially  
designed advice for  
ISM members 

•  our list of the most  
common tax-allowable  
expenses for musicians 

http://www.ism.org
http://www.ism.org/advice-centre/record-keeping
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/hm-revenue-customs
http://www.ism.org/advice/online-tax-information-service
http://www.ism.org/advice/online-tax-information-service
http://www.ism.org/advice/tax-allowable-expenses-for-musicians
http://www.ism.org/advice/tax-allowable-expenses-for-musicians
http://www.ism.org/advice/tax-allowable-expenses-for-musicians


ism.org

Written contracts
It is important to have a written contract for every  
piece of work you do. This is the way to make 
sure that your rights and obligations, and those 
of the person engaging you, are clearly set out. 
This will reduce the scope for later argument over 
precisely what terms were agreed. For example, 
as well as what your fee will be, it is important to 
have clear provisions about what cancellation fee 
you would be owed if a performance is cancelled 
and to know what notice is required from your 
pupils to terminate a tuition agreement.

If you are an ISM member you can use our standard  
contracts for teaching work and performing.

How much should I charge?
You should not set your fees so high that you 
price yourself out of the market. On the other 
hand, to under-price your services means that 
you are losing out on income for no good reason. 
In practice, of course, your ability to set your own 
rates is limited by the buying power of those 
engaging you, such as the concert promoter you 
are anxious to start working for or the school 
which sets a standard hourly rate for all its 
visiting music teachers. 

We carry out surveys of the fees musicians 
charge for various types of work. The results  
can be found on our website and will help you 
set your own rates.

Running your business

http://www.ism.org
http://www.ism.org/advice/category/fees
http://www.ism.org/advice/category/fees
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Working with children

Safeguarding and child protection
If you do any work with under-18s or vulnerable 
adults you should expect to be asked for a DBS 
(Disclosure and Barring Service) Disclosure. If you 
are self-employed, you can obtain a Disclosure 
through the ISM. We recommend that all private 
teachers with pupils under the age of 18 apply 
for a DBS Disclosure. We also strongly 
recommend that you subscribe to the DBS 
Update Service when you apply for your 
Disclosure to ensure that it is portable between 
different jobs.

If you are working with under 18s or vulnerable 
adults in Scotland you will need to apply for  
the Scottish equivalent of the DBS Disclosure,  
a PVG (Protecting Vulnerable Groups) Scheme 
Membership and Disclosure. As with the DBS 
Disclosure, If you are self-employed you can 
arrange this through the ISM.

All ISM members must comply with the  
ISM Safeguarding and Child Protection Policy  
and Code of Practice.

Other pitfalls
Remember always to ask their parents’ 
permission before you include photos or 
recordings (both audio and video) of child pupils 
in any of your publicity material.

http://www.ism.org
https://www.gov.uk/dbs-update-service
https://www.gov.uk/dbs-update-service
http://www.ism.org/advice/ism-safeguarding-child-protection-policy-code-of-practice-and-procedures
http://www.ism.org/advice/ism-safeguarding-child-protection-policy-code-of-practice-and-procedures
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We recommend that all composers join PRS For Music. 
This organisation collects and pays royalties to its 
members whenever their music is performed, 
recorded, broadcast or made available online.
 
For our tips on how to establish your identity as 
the composer of a work and on what terms you 
should be sure to have included in a publishing 
contract, visit our website. 

(ii) Performers’ rights
Performers of musical works have rights relating  
to the making and commercial exploitation of 
recordings and broadcasts of their performance. 
This gives you opportunities to benefit financially 
by assigning your rights or licensing others to use 
the recording of your performance. 

All performers who have contributed to recordings  
which are broadcast or played in public should 
register with PPL. PPL administers the distribution 
of equitable remuneration to performers on 
behalf of recording companies. Registration is 
free. Find out more by visiting the PPL website.

You can find out more about performers’ rights  
on our website.

(iii) Rights in recordings
Someone who makes the arrangements for 
making a recording of a music performance 
automatically owns the copyright in that 
recording. The copyright in a sound recording can 

Copyright

Protecting and exploiting your copyright
(i) Composers’ rights
If you compose or arrange a piece of music you 
will own the copyright in the composition or 
arrangement. This gives you opportunities to 
benefit financially by assigning your copyright or 
licensing others to use your composition for 
specified purposes, such as a live performance, 
recording, broadcast and synchronisation as 
accompaniment to visual images, in return for an 
appropriate fee or royalties.  

be used, and in many cases sold, for various 
purposes, including (i) selling for personal  
use in both physical and digital formats,  
(ii) broadcasting and (iii) accompanying visual 
images (synchronisation).

You may exploit your rights in a recording 
commercially through a contract with a record 
label company. For our tips on what to look for  
in such a contract, go to our copyright in sound 
recordings advice.

Alternatively, many musicians sell recordings  
of their own music themselves online.  
See Recordings: selling online. 

(iv) Avoiding pitfalls around infringing  
others’ copyright
Avoid unlawful copying of sheet music. See our 
advice about copyright infringement.

You should ensure that any venue where you are 
performing has the necessary PRS and/or PPL 
licence in place. Generally speaking a PRS licence  
is required whenever “in copyright” music is 
performed live before an audience or a recording  
is played in public. A PPL licence is required 
whenever commercially recorded music is played 
in public. See our page about copyright 
infringement in recorded music.

http://www.ism.org
http://www.prsformusic.com
http://www.ism.org/advice/copyright-tips-for-composers
http://www.ppluk.com/I-Make-Music/Why-Should-I-Become-A-Member/
http://www.ism.org/advice/performers-rights
http://www.ism.org/advice/copyright-in-sound-recordings
http://www.ism.org/advice/copyright-in-sound-recordings
http://www.ism.org/advice/selling-recordings-online
http://www.ism.org/advice/copyright-printed-music
http://www.ism.org/advice/copyright-printed-music
http://www.ism.org/advice/copyright-in-sound-recordings
http://www.ism.org/advice/copyright-in-sound-recordings


ism.org

Keeping healthy
As being a musician requires a high degree of 
physical fitness simply to be able to play your 
instrument to the best of your ability, it is 
important that you look after your health.  
You should try to:

• get plenty of exercise
• find time for hobbies and relaxation
• follow a well-balanced diet
• get sufficient sleep
•  avoid taking excessive alcohol and other 

stimulants and avoid smoking. 

The ISM’s 24/7 telephone counselling  
helpline can help members with pressing 
emotional issues. 

Financial health
Keep a close eye on your spending and try not to 
spend more than you can afford out of your 
income. Plan ahead for covering any large bills 
you know about, such as your tax. Avoid running 
up large credit card debts which you are unable 
to clear each month out of your income. For our 
other tips on staying financially healthy have a 
look at our top 20 financial tips. You can also use 
our personal budget calculator for musicians to 
answer questions such as:

•  Am I spending more than I have coming in?
•  Where does my money go each month? Is there  

scope for cutting back?
•  How much can I put aside each month for, eg, 

pension, property deposit, holiday, debts?

Our charity, the ISM Members Fund, is there to 
offer assistance to members who find 
themselves in financial hardship. To download an 
application form, go to our website. 

If you are worried about your debts, the debt 
advice organisation StepChange can help you 
sort out your budget and, if necessary, negotiate 
with your creditors on your behalf. 

Avoiding & recovering from injury
Injury can be devastating for a freelance 
musician. Like athletes, musicians need to take 
care of their bodies and be proactive in avoiding 
injury and taking action as soon as they suspect 
they have a problem. You can go for help not 
only to your GP but also to the British Association 
for Performing Arts Medicine (BAPAM), which 
runs free clinics for performers. BAPAM’s website 
has some useful advice on issues such as how to 
avoid repetitive strain injuries and healthy 
practising methods.

You should also be proactive in dealing with any 
mental health issues, such as performance 
anxiety. Again, our counselling helpline and 
BAPAM are there to help you.

Personal wellbeing

http://www.ism.org
http://www.ism.org/advice/top-20-financial-tips
http://www.ism.org/advice/top-20-financial-tips
http://www.ism.org/advice/personal-budget-calculator-for-musicians
http://www.ism.org/advice/ism-members-fund
http://www.ism.org/advice/ism-members-fund
http://www.stepchange.org
http://www.bapam.org.uk
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Chris Roe (Composer)
Chris Woodham (Performer)
Stephanie Reeve (Music Teacher)

Design
marc@marazzidesign.co.uk

Partners

A list of useful websites and resources

• ISM training courses and events
• ISM online advice resources
• PRS for Music (Performing Rights Society)
• PRS for Music Foundation
• Sound and Music
• PPL (Phonographic Performance Limited)
•  BAPAM (British Association for  

Performing Arts Medicine)
• Help Musicians UK
• StepChange (debt advice)

Incorporated Society of Musicians

 
 ism_music #MakeMusicWork

London College of Music Royal Conservatoire Scotland Birmingham Conservatoire Goldsmiths PPL

Live Music Now Royal College of Music City Music Foundation Guildhall School Music & Drama The University of Huddersfield

PRS for Music Women in Music Concordia The Sixteen Canterbury Christ Church  
University
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