M ESSAG E TO TH E R E ADE R
Thanks for downloading this eBook! I sincerely hope you can find something
in here that will help you as you pursue your career as a session musician. The
following tips aren’t the “end all” when it comes to advice. In fact, there are
plenty of smart people who might disagree with some of these tips. These tips
are gathered from my experience so far in the industry. I’ve been traveling playing
music for over a decade and I’m continually learning.
I would love to hear your feedback as you read through this. Please feel free to
hit me up on Instagram or Twitter: @jessedeanrivero. And if you send me a quote
or “blurb” that I include on my website or a future full-length book (wink, wink)
I would appreciate that as well! Shoot me an e-mail: jesse@jesseplaysbass.com.
Also, I understand that the music industry can be tough. If no one has ever told
you this before: I believe in you. I seriously believe that everyone has potential
and has value to bring to the table. You might not be the next Santana, but you
can totally be Esteban for now. (No offense to Esteban if he actually ever sees
this.)
Thanks for your time! Hope we can jam soon!

Jesse

P R AC TI CE
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SET ASIDE TIME
TO PR AC TICE
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You can never be too good at your instrument. Keep
working on it!
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S ET GOAL S
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GET OUTSIDE OF
YO U R H A B IT S

Practice intentionally by setting a few goals. Learn different
ways to play chords you already know and learn some
theory behind them as well.

Being a session musician requires versatility. Don’t get stuck in only one
genre (even if it is your favorite).

07

04
05

Before YouTube I lived in the Philippines and had to drive
4 hours to the city with a floppy disk to download TXT
tabs when I was first learning. Utilize the wealth of lessons
already on YouTube.

Learn how to improvise countless solo’s over the same chord progression.
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THEORY IS UNDER AND
O V E R R AT E D

If you haven’t heard of the Nashville Number System check out the book
“Nashville Number System” by Chas Williams. It’s the language most bands/
producers speak in sessions and rehearsals in the professional world.

Don’t get caught up learning why sub-dominant chords and tri-tone
substitutions make for good alternate chords. Knowing why you’re doing
something is great, but you can get caught up on small details that keep
you from just FEELING the music.

Learning an entire Dream Theater song can build dexterity
but unless you’re in a Dream Theater cover band you
probably won’t be pulling out too much out of that.

U TI LI Z E YO U T U B E

IMPROV

NASHVILLE NUMBERS

If you know the pentatonic scale inside and out that’s
great. But don’t just play the same lick over and over.
Learn something new each day.

PR AC TICE
P R A C T I C A L LY

LEARN DIFFERENT
STYLES
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G R OW YO U R E A R
Listen to music and chart it out. One of the best ways to grow your ear is
to choose music you’ve never heard before and chart it out.

T O U R / T R AV E L
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PAC K I N G
Pack light, but make sure you have your essentials. No
one likes the guy getting on the tour bus with 4 different
bags that occupy essential sitting space.

CLEANLINESS
Use deodorant, shower, and change your clothes frequently.
Your mom was right when she told you to wash behind
the ears too. Don’t lose a gig just because of odor.

K N OW YO U R
SOCIAL LIMITS
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If you’re introverted and need alone time each day, make
sure you schedule that in so that you can have energy to
interact. On the opposite end, if you’re really extroverted,
understand that not everyone is looking to talk with you
all day.
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K N O W W H AT I N F O
TO ASK ABOUT
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MEET PEOPLE
Traveling is an incredible opportunity to meet people you might never
have had a chance to otherwise.

DOCUMENT THE TRIP
Put pictures up on Instagram, snapchat, and facebook your time!

MAKE THINGS EASY
Don’t be an inconvenience if it all possible. Asking a band to go an hour
out of their way so you can reconnect with your long lost cousin might be
poor form.

SOCKS AND UNDERWEAR
You can reuse shirts and jeans a good bit, but I’m not even joking- packing
extra socks and underwear can be your saving grace on the road.

Knowing how much a gig pays and where you’ll be staying
are great things to know before going out on the road.
However, asking what meals you’ll be eating during the
run of shows might be a little overbearing.
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WORK HARD
When the band is unloading, even if you’re a hired gun,
help them out!
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BE PRESENT
Engage with the people around you! Traveling, hanging out, setting up…
these are all 90% of what touring is! Music is such a small portion of what
it means to go on the road with a band.

STUDIO
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LEARN THE
M AT E R I A L
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This isn’t always possible, but when you can, make sure
you listen and take notes beforehand. It never hurts to
come into a session more prepared.
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K N OW YO U R
INSTRUMENT

Unfortunately some brand names do matter in the studio. While you can
get away with cheap effects in a live setting, a producer will be able to tell
the difference in quality immediately.
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It should go without saying, but knowing all of your chords,
inversions, and extensions is crucial. Study up before you’re
asked to do something in the studio that you can’t.
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H O L D YO U R
O P I N I O N S L O O S E LY
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Nothing starts off a session worse than making people
wait. Don’t be that guy.

When you’re booked for a session, see what house gear is there and what
you can bring to supplement it. Bringing in your 4 amps, 15 guitars, and 2
pedalboards will be seen as off-putting if you’re just bringing gear to show
off.

LEARN FROM THE
PRODUCERS/ENGINEERS

DON’T NOODLE
U N C O N T R O L L A B LY
When soundchecking, wait for the signal from the engineer for when you
can dig into your instrument. There are few things that are more annoying
in a session than when musicians space out and jam to themselves when
others are trying to get work done. Go to Guitar Center for that, not the
studio.

The first couple of times you record it can be a little
embarrassing to hear your takes back and realize it wasn’t
perfect. Go in with an open attitude and be willing to play
the part until it sounds right to everyone.

BE ON TIME

K N O W W H AT T O B R I N G

This was one of the hardest things for me to get used to. Producers and
engineers have a wealth of knowledge that they can share with you to
make you better at your craft: take notes!

You’re there to serve the song and the artist, not the other
way around. If there are disagreements, don’t try to be
“right” all of the time.

DON’T GET
OFFENDED

G E A R ( U N F O R T U N A T E LY )
M AT T E R S
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H AV E F U N
There are a lot of unspoken rules in studios, but if you’re there to serve
those around you and have a good time, you’ll get your best takes.

SOCIAL MEDIA

31

YO U R O N LI N E
AUTOBIOGR APHY
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Whether you like it or not, this is what people see of
you when they’re looking you up. Make sure what you’re
posting reflects who you are.
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NUMBERS AREN’T
EVERY THING

If one of your friends gets a gig with a huge artist, repost they’re
announcement instead of getting bitter that you weren’t the one chosen.
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Growing a following is great, but if none of those people
engage with you on your posts, it won’t mean anything.
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P R O M OT E YO U R
FRIENDS
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ADVE RTISE
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G O “ L I V E ” AT T H E
RIGHT TIMES
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Before shows ask your followers to come out and support
the band you’re playing with.

Facebook ads is one of the most versatile advertising platforms. Do a little
research and put an ad in front of potential students, artists, or bands.

People like to feel like they’re hanging out with you on the road. If you
have the artists permission, set up your phone for a song and give people
a sneak peak into what you’re doing.

Tagging a band or an artist and saying that you’re
enjoying being with them is a huge boost for them and
speaks volumes to their fan base as well.

PROMOTE SHOWS

FIND GIGS ON
SOCIAL MEDIA
Twitter Dashboard/Search, Instagram Hashtags, and even Craigslist can
be great places to find people looking for a musician like YOU. Search for
things like “need a rhythm guitarist” and you’ll be surprised at what comes
up!

Be your friends’ biggest advocate! It’s hard being a
session player and when your friends support you, it
means the world.

TA G T H E B A N D
YO U ’ R E W IT H

C E L E B R AT E YO U R
FRIENDS VICTORIES
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STORE UP PHOTOS FOR
L AT E R U S E
When you’re out with different bands, make sure to take photos for
promotional use later on. It’s good to have photos to use when you’re
putting together EPK’s or reels later on.

SONGWRITING
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D O N ’ T WA I T T O
BE INSPIRED
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Work out the creative muscles in your brain and build a
rhythm of writing. Give yourself prompts even when you
don’t feel ready to write a hit.
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WRITE DOWN
IDEAS

Just like parenting, clear communication is essential. Don’t take your “song
child” and demo it out in a different genre and show it to everyone without
the other person’s consent.
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Phrases and words you like can come back to help fill
out songs later.
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S TA R T C O - W R I T I N G
Writing with other people stirs up something different in
your brain each time. Co-writing can inspire new things in
your writing.

SET UP SPLITS
BEFORE WRITING
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It’s always good to bring ideas to the table. Even if it’s not
the greatest one, the other writers will appreciate that
you’re not just trying to mooch off of them for ideas.

D E M O YO U R S O N G
Demoing is essential to get the song out there. Make sure you talk about
the costs and process of demoing with your co-writers. Who’s going to
pay for what? It’s best to talk about that after finishing a song so that the
momentum isn’t lost on a tune.

DON’T STEAL IDEAS
T H AT A R E N ’ T U S E D
If a writer brings something to the write that doesn’t wound up getting
used, don’t just stuff that in your back pocket. If you throw out an idea
that isn’t received, that’s fair game for future use. But don’t steal someone
else’s idea.
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BE OPEN
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MAKE “LET’S TRY IT”
YO U R F I R S T A N SW E R

Make sure you’re clear with those you’re writing with
what percent of the song each of you will own. If you all
go in understanding it’s split evenly, it will spare some
awkwardness if someone doesn’t wind up contributing
a ton.

COME WITH IDEAS

W H E N YO U CO -W R IT E
YO U CO - OW N S O N G S

It might sound weird at first, but writing with other people should take you
outside of your comfort zone.

Create an open atmosphere where ideas can fly by always responding first
with “let’s try it!”

MONEY
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KE E P TR ACK OF
W H AT YO U E A R N
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This will keep you from a lot of hurt during tax season. If
you’re not keeping track, it’ll hurt you later on.
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O R G A N I Z E YO U R
FILES

Having an invoice template is great so that you look more professional
when asking for money. You can find plenty on Google or hire someone
on Fiverr to create one for you. There are also apps (one literally called
“invoice”) that can help you do it on your phone.

57

Keep all of your pay stubs, cashed checks, etc. in a binder
for later reference.
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K N O W W H AT YO U
NEED TO CHARGE

54

58

55

This can seem like overkill. A lot of people would advise
against it. But unless you’re playing for a friend and can
take the loss financially, get the rates in writing.

DOWN LOAD TH E RIG HT
A P P S TO G E T PA I D
Cash App, Venmo, and Paypal are three very popular ways to get paid.
Make sure you have accounts already so that you can be paid faster!
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DON’T GET WEIRD
ABOUT MONEY
It’s important to know how much you’re getting paid. That’s not weird.
But don’t ask about it more than once or twice. If you’re not paid after
a week or two you can ask about it again, but don’t seem desperate by
asking too much.

You don’t always have to go by what’s on the rate sheet,
but it’s a great way to organize your prices so you don’t
quote someone $500 and then charge their sister only
$25 for the same service. Be consistent.

USE AG R E E M E NTS
FOR E ACH G IG

H AV E A W 2 F O R M R E A DY
TO SEND OUT
I scan mine and upload it to dropbox for quick emails. Apps like
TinyScan and SignNow are also very helpful for handling documents
through mobile devices.

If you’re young and think an opportunity can launch your
career, doing it for free makes sense. But if your roommate
needs a bass player for 3 rehearsals, and a trip to another
state overnight without expenses covered… slap him and
show him your rate sheet.

C R E AT E A
R AT E S H E E T

H AV E A N I N VO I C E
T E M P L AT E R E A DY
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DON’T GET ROMANTIC
ABOUT INCOME STREAMS
So what if you’re not only making money through music? Get a job with
Uber or Lyft so you can continue making money in off seasons. December
and January can be brutal without income if you’re not on a Christmas
tour. Money is money and you can continue buying gear when you still
have money coming in!

AU DITIONS
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KNOW THE MUSIC
Don’t go into an audition for Taylor Swift without knowing
any of her songs. Learn the music and Google alternative
versions as well.

BE OPEN TO
CRITIQUE
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Regardless of the outcome, thank the people auditioning you. It goes a
long way. Especially if they audition you for something in the future.
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If you know what you’re doing, it shows in your playing.
Play confidently and let them know you’d be reliable on
your instrument.
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SMILE
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B E P R E PA R E D N OT
TO GET THE GIG

Unless the audition is for a death metal band, there’s no
need to frown. A smile puts everyone at ease and can also
show that you’d be an easy going person to have around
on the road.

It’s a hard reality, but the gig isn’t always won. Even if
you’re extremely talented and did everything right, chips
don’t always fall in your favor.

FIRST IMPRESSIONS
R E A L LY D O M A T T E R
Dress the part, be nice, be confident, and be prepared. If you come
into an audition and your first impression is that you dress poorly and
you’re no fun to be around, then the gig might already be lost before you
play a note.

If you’re teachable, you’re much more hirable.

P L A Y C O N F I D E N T LY

THANK THE AUDITIONERS
FOR THE OPPORTUNITY
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A S K H OW YO U C A N
IMPROVE
If you’re told that you don’t have the position and there seems to be
a little transition time, ask the auditioner how you can improve for next
time. That attitude will leave a lasting impression. Then go take their
advice and grow.
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E AT B E F O R E H A N D
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MAKE FRIENDS

It’s simple, but not having too much coffee and eating enough to remain
focused before your audition is key. Nerves can build up when you have
nothing on your stomach. (Just don’t eat Cici’s Pizza before an audition…
I have a whole other books worth about that…)

If you’re in a line with people for several hours, it can help to be friendly.
Who knows, the people around you might become some of the same
people you tour with in the future.

BUSINESS & MARKETING
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BE EASY TO
C O N TA C T
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MAKE AN ONLINE REEL
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E-MAILS & COFFEE
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FINDING GIGS

If you’re hard to get a hold of, artists might not want to
use you because they’ll think you won’t answer them. Be
accessible!
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DON’T
“OVE RMARKET”
Just because you can do graphic design, video editing,
producing, personal training, etc. doesn’t mean you should
post all of it. Pick the thing you’re best at and market that.
The rest is just icing on the cake.

73

WRITE A GOOD
“TWITTER” BIO
It helps to have a solid one line about who you are and
what you do so that people can easily understand you.
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GO EASY WITH
BUSINESS CARDS
It’s best if your social media isn’t all “private”- make your
profile a place for people to see more about you. I would
also suggest not carrying around actual business cards.
The people you meet might think you just want a gig
instead of an actual friendship. Swap numbers or emails
on your phones instead.

C R E AT E A N E P K
An Electronic Press Kit can contain, pictures, videos, mp3s,
bios, and anything else important to people looking to
have you as a musician. View it as your musical resume.
Put these files in a folder and upload it to dropbox. The
link can be helpful in your e-mails.
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Soundcloud, Reverbnation, and YouTube are all great places to put your
work out there. Make some sound clips and take videos of your playing
and post it out there. Let people know you play.

E-mailing can be extremely frustrating, but it’s something to develop as a
skill. Find people you want to work with and contact them. See if they’re
available for coffee or to hang out and then BUY THEM COFFEE.

Gigs can come any number of ways: looking at bulletin boards, contacting
artists, and even Craigslist. But the best way I’ve found gigs are from my
friends. People will always choose inviting their friends on the road above
rolling the dice with strangers.

NET WORK
Networking has changed a ton in the last couple of decades. People can
write you off if you come across as desperate for a gig or overly businessoriented. Go to shows, meet people, and don’t try to “sell” yourself.

BE A GENUINE FRIEND
Even if your friends never hire you for a gig, be a true friend. Root them
on. Be their biggest advocate. The music industry is hard, so create real
community.

DO NOT’S
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NAME DROP
EVERYONE hates a name dropper. Even if you actually
do know Madonna’s hairstylist’s cousin, no one wants to
know. Understand the difference between constructive
networking and just dropping names like Steph Curry 3’s.

CO M E U N P R E PA R E D
TO REHEARSALS
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It’s fun to post things on to Snapchat and Instagram, but realize you also
have the artists reputation to uphold. If an artist is willing to be goofy for
your social media that’s great. Otherwise, be respectful of their image.
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There are fewer things that are more annoying than when
everyone knows the music except for one person. Don’t
be that guy.
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B E L AT E T O T H I N G S
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AC T B ET TE R THAN
E V E RYO N E E L S E

When you’re late, you communicate that you don’t care
(whether you mean to or not.) And if you’re carrying a
Starbucks cup it makes it even worse.
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It happens to the best of us on occasion, but try your best
never to forget gear. It looks incredibly unprofessional
when you show up to a rehearsal or call time without
your stuff.

U S E P R O FA N IT Y
While music can be a relaxed environment, it’s also a professional one.
Using profane language when you first meet someone can be a huge turn
off (especially to management). Read the room and don’t put your foot in
your mouth.
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B E N E E DY
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DISE NGAG E WITH TH E
P E O P L E A R O U N D YO U

If you ask 1,000 questions, need frequent bathroom stops, or eat at only
at certain restaurants you risk being dropped from the gig. As a session
player, the tour isn’t about you. You’re there to support the artist or band.

Being present and amicable with the people you’re touring with is essential.
Playing the music is only a fraction of the time you’re on the road, make
the effort to be there for the artist.

Even if you’re a better musician, toured more, and have
more friends, don’t act like you’re better than the people
around you. The touring stops for people like that after
too long because no one wants to be around them.

FO R G E T YO U R
GEAR

S H A R E U N F L AT T E R I N G
IMAG ES OF TH E ARTIST

90

WAT C H A S E V E R YO N E
SETS UP
Laziness can very quickly lead to other people resenting you. Chip in!

DO’S
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BE RELIABLE
People who are reliable get callbacks. Remember that.

SERVE THE ARTIST
When you’re a hired gun you’re there to serve the artist
with what they need. Fill your role beyond the music.
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GET ENOUGH SLEEP
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MAKE A CHECKLIST
OF ITEMS TO BRING

When they don’t get enough sleep people can be
cranky, lazy, and play wrong notes. Sleep enough to
function properly.
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Making money playing music is one of the most amazing
things in the world. It’s okay to be excited! Share that
excitement with your family and friends by inviting them
into your successes!

Music is an extension of yourself. When someone doesn’t want you to
play or you lose a gig, brush it off and move on. Understand the reason(s)
that might be there for such an occasion, but know that it’s not the end
of the world.

O R G A N I Z E YO U R
SCHEDULE
Apps like iCal can be an incredible asset to getting your schedule straight.
Between personal events, rehearsals, meetings, gigs, etc. it can be difficult
to manage it all. Start to organize now!
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B E G R AT E F U L
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INVEST IN SOME
R E CO R D I N G S O F T WA R E

Each gig is a gift. Even if your best friend is the lead singer, you don’t
“deserve” a spot anywhere because there is always someone just as good
(or better!) that could be doing what you do. Be grateful for your gigs and
let people know it!

Logic or Pro Tools can be a game changer for you as a session musician.
The more digital our world gets the easier it gets to work from home. Start
doing guitar/bass/drum tracks from home and get good at editing!

This list is also helpful when you’re leaving a place.
Don’t leave the phone charger!

B E EXCITE D

GROW THICK SKIN
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U N D E R S TA N D YO U R
PL ACE IN TH E IN DUSTRY
Not everyone can make a million a year playing music AND THAT’S OKAY.
Find your niche and kill it. Do music because you love it, not because
there’s money in it.

BONUS 101
Follow @jessedeanrivero on Instagram and Twitter and tell him
if this eBook was of any help to you!

Thanks for reading!

