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O
ne of the most important
cogs in the wheel of mar-
keting your recording is
distribution.  You can cre
ate demand for your re-

cording, but you also have to give the
consumer a place to buy it.  Yes, you can
sell your recordings over the Internet and
at your shows, but to really have any kind
of sales impact, you can’t forget the brick
and mortar retailers – these stores are still
doing the majority of the business.  And
to get into these retailers, as well as into
the online guys, you’ve got to have a dis-
tribution source.

A common myth about distribution
is that the distributor is responsible for
promoting your recording.  A distributor
is a distributor, and only a distributor.
Always remember that it is the record
label’s responsibility to provide the con-
sumer with a reason to want your music.
In other words, it is the record label’s re-
sponsibility to create the demand, and the
distributor’s role is to fill this demand.

When new to this business it’s easy
to confuse a distributor with a one-stop.
Distributors sell to the one-stops just as
they sell to retail; one-stops are another
account source that buy the label’s goods
from the distributor.  One-stops sell only
to retailers, and in the perfect model, carry
or can obtain recordings from every ma-
jor and independent distribution com-
pany. As long as you have good
distribution, your recording will be avail-
able to retail from one-stops.

There are different types of indepen-
dent distribution companies.  Some na-
tional companies have large sales staffs
and distribute a few labels, while other
distribution companies rely on small sales
staffs to get their releases in the stores,
and may carry many labels.  And of course
there are all sizes of distributors in be-
tween.  For example, many new distribu-
tion companies have no sales reps in
house and use all independent sales reps.
These growing companies are usually
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looking to sign labels and individual art-
ists, and may be a place for you to get a
start, particularly if you have one release
that is going to require quite a bit of de-
velopment. The larger national distribu-
tors may have up to 100 people in their
sales and marketing staffs, but they only
deal with labels that guarantee a certain
dollar volume each year.

Perhaps you should consider one of
the many regional distributors if your dis-
tribution needs aren’t quite at the national
level.  Most of the regional distributors
partner with each other and can help you
obtain distribution in other areas of the
country once your recording breaks out
of their territory.

All of the distribution companies are
capable of filling certain needs. Therefore,
when looking for distribution, determine
which company or companies best fit your
needs before you decide which to ap-
proach.

The best way to approach a distribu-
tion company is with your gun loaded.
You want to show them that you’ve done
your research and are approaching them
because you feel they are the best fit for
your recordings.  There are many ways to
research distribution companies to ensure
they do indeed fit your needs, and that

they sell to the types of stores that sell
your genre of music. If you are going to
stick to one particular genre, make sure
that the distributor knows how to sell that
kind of music and is selling to the spe-
cialty retailers that cater to the consum-
ers who buy that type of music.  For
example, if you have a classical label, you
should stay away from a distributor whose
forte is hard and alternative rock.  More
often than not, that distributor will be
perceived by retail as strong in the indie
rock field, and not taken as seriously in
the classical world.  Also, while they are
probably selling to Tower, they may not
be dealing with the mom and pop stores
that specialize in classical music. The sales
reps may feel intimidated by your classi-
cal recordings; they may be uncomfort-
able talking about them or attempting to
pronounce the names of them.  As a re-
sult, they may choose to pay them little
or no attention.  Now, there can be ex-
ceptions to that rule, of course.  Perhaps
that indie rock distributor wants to ex-
pand into other genres such as classical,
and is willing to learn and give you the
support that you need.  This could be a
real scenario.  Still, the safest way is to go
with a distributor that already knows what
they’re dealing with and will work with
you side by side. You should be able to
consider your distributor as your partner,
not your enemy.

Research the distribution companies.
One tool at your fingertips that you can
use is AFIM’S Membership Directory.
There are nine pages of independent dis-
tributors in the Guide to Independent
Distribution section (one-stops are also
in this list – don’t get them confused).
Some of the distributors list their special-
ties, and most of them have websites
where you can find answers to commonly
asked questions.  Another way to research
distributors is to call record labels that
have music similar to yours (also listed
in the AFIM directory) and question them
about their relationships with their dis-
tributors.  Ask the artists you meet on the
road their distribution experiences.  Since
you want to find a “partner”, your busi-
ness philosophies should be similar.  Lo-
cal retail can also offer perceptions that
may prove invaluable; therefore call your
local retailer and ask if there are any com-
panies that they recommend.   Details
such as the number of sales and market-
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ing reps in the company, the number of
labels the company currently distributes,
and how many they add each year are
important.  Since distribution agreements
and fees differ from company to company
you’ll want to know the cost of doing
business.  And don’t assume that just be-
cause they’re in business they’ll be able
to sell to all the accounts that are impor-
tant to you.  If you have country product,
you’ll want to make sure that your dis-
tributor has the relationship with the rack
jobbers that service Wal-Mart and K-Mart.
There is one retailer that is aggressively
buying up chains and currently has 10%
of the retail account base. But not all dis-
tributors are able to do business with
them.  So base part of your decision on
your retail needs.  Remember, it’s very
important to feel comfortable with your
distributor, and to start the relationship
with realistic expectations.  Your diligent
research will give you a good idea of what
they’re capable of doing and hopefully will
help avoid misunderstandings once the
relationship is in place.

After narrowing down your distribu-
tion search, the next obvious step is to
contact potential distributors.  (Believe
me, they’ll be impressed when you make
it clear how much you already know
about their company.)  First, submit your
package.  Your package should provide as
much information as possible about your
company, your financial backing, your
goals, and your music in a concise man-
ner.  A distributor wants to know your
long-term plans and feel comfortable that
you have enough money to support these
plans.  Your package should also contain
music and a one sheet detailing each re-
lease.  The one sheet should list the perti-
nent facts about each recording you’re
submitting, on one page.  Also include a
marketing plan and budget. The market-
ing plan should consist of the radio and
press plan and tour information.  Once
again, it’s your job to get the radio and
press exposure. The distributor wants to
be sure that you’re going to help them sell
your recordings once they place them in
the stores.  If your company doesn’t have
the staff on hand to provide these services,
list the companies that are working with
you to obtain these goals.  Your affilia-
tion with certain radio, PR, or marketing
companies may help convince the dis-
tributor to do business with you, espe-

cially if the distributor has had experience
with these companies and feels that they
are effective.  This also shows the distribu-
tor that you are seriously trying to expose
your music. The distributor will also want
to know that you have the funding to sup-
port advertising or placement programs
at retail.  These programs take your re-
cording out of the miscellaneous bin and
give additional exposure to the customer,
and combined with in-store play, prove
an excellent way to promote your record-
ing to shoppers.  The placement programs
may consist of a sale price and position-
ing on an endcap, or placement in listen-
ing stations.  To feel that they’re getting
their money’s worth, a consumer may
want to hear more than one song before
buying the entire CD, and listening sta-
tions provide this opportunity. A listen-
ing station program is also a good way to
get recordings heard that might not nec-
essarily be receiving airplay on the top
radio stations in the market (or on any
station for that matter).  But of course
these retail programs cost money, and this
is another reason financial information
should be included in your package.

Hopefully you can now see why dis-
tribution is a necessity, not a luxury, in
marketing your recording to the masses.
Do your research and put together a great
package that demonstrates you not only
have excellent music, but that you are a
serious businessperson and also know
how to market and sell your recordings!

Alexis Kelley is the founder and presi-
dent of LiveWire Entertainment Sales and
Marketing.  Livewire provides sales consult-
ing and retail marketing for record labels.

The opinions stated here are those of
the author and not necessarily those of
AFIM.  If you are interested in submit-
ting an article or responding to this one,
please contact Pat Bradley at
606.633.0946.
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