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Getting Started with Your Bar Band 
By Andrew Wasson 

- Popular Club Scams ! 
Most of the time a nightclub is legitimate when it comes to paying the band. 
Otherwise, they’ll simply get a bad reputation with local bands and down the 
road established acts won’t want to play the venue. The trouble is that, “new 
to the scene,” bands will always find these venues. The club will come 
across open to their act, (even without a band demo and no club history)… 
The band feels like they’ve hit pay-dirt. They don’t realize that all of the 
established bands in town avoid that place like the plague. If you are unsure, 
ask around about a venue you plan on performing at. Find out the real goods. 
Does it seem like only completely unknown, “garage bands,” are the only 
acts performing there? You may have found a venue running one of the 
popular, “Club Scams.” Educate yourself, and the bottom-line is simply this; 
after your initial gig - and before lining up the second gig - if your not 
guaranteed a set payment (of the going rate offered by other similar venues) 
– just skip the joint! 

SCAM #1).    

The, “User and Abuser” Scam! 
In every town there are clubs which will simply, “use,” bands. It works 
something like this…While the bar is packed and makes several thousand in 
a night, they pay the band a couple hundred bucks, (or even less), and say 
something like, “gee, you guy’s were awesome, we just wish we could pay 
you more…  you WILL come and play here again – won’t you?” Scores of 
bands play these venues simply because there are always lot’s of new bands 
starting up that need gigs. The club makes loads of cash, pays the band 
practically zip, and these new bands are lining up because it’s so easy to get 
a gig there. Just keep in mind that there are lot’s of other clubs in any well 
populated city which will pay a band the going rate. Don’t settle for low 
paying gigs at the “user and abuser” venues. These clubs are low-end dives 
that won’t last more than a year or two and playing in them will only get you 
known and recognized as being, “low-end” as well. 
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SCAM #2).    

The, “Oh, by the way your tab comes to…”  Scam! 
Another scam is to charge the band full price, (or more), for all of the food 
and drinks the band consumed without actually producing a legitimate bill. 
Or, even more importantly, an itemized account of the bands tab for proof. 
The band is left standing there scratching their heads asking, “Man, do you 
think we really ate and drank that much?” In professional venues there are 
generally restaurant management, “point of sale,” software systems which 
track tabs for customers, (and for the band).  But, even more importantly, 
any decent club either gives the band, “employee pricing,” on food and 
drinks, or simply provides the band with the food & drinks - on the house. If 
you get stuck with a $50, 60, $70.00 (or more) bill for your bands tab 
without 100% proof of that tab…You’ve probably been scammed. The best 
way around this is upon negotiating your pay agreement with the club, ask if 
it’s possible to get complimentary food and drinks, (perhaps to a $50.00 
limit to be fair). REMEMBER: If you don’t negotiate well, you will 
probably be taken advantage of! Some clubs might only give you free soda, 
chips, and/or popcorn. And, that can be cool too, as long as you walk into 
the situation knowing up-front what your food & drink deal is. 

SCAM #3).   

The, “We pay our bands 10% of the clubs bar take…”  Scam! 
The third most popular scam is to offer the band a percentage of the clubs 
take, (the problem is they never actually tell you what that take is). So, the 
question becomes; “What is specifically meant by, ‘The Take,’ ?” Does that 
mean alcohol only, or alcohol & food, or; alcohol, food, and all other 
purchases? Does that include the door charge? And, how does the band 
know if the bar manager is being completely truthful? The only way I would 
ever accept a shady deal like this was if I had a new band, and we were just 
getting our foot in the door of a few clubs around town, playing for fun and 
exposure. After one gig however, if the bar was packed and we didn’t walk 
away with $350 – 400.00, (bare minimum)… I would never go with a 
percentage deal in that club again. Keep something important in mind, 
legitimate club owners always offer a flat rate fee to bands. In any 
respectable establishment, the band gets paid an agreed to wage - no matter 
what! 
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SCAM #4).   

The, “Come back tomorrow and we’ll catch up on the money…”  Scam! 
Usually the scam of not paying the band the night of the show is reserved for 
those real scum-hole venues that perhaps won’t be around come next year. 
The scam goes something like this; the club manager tells you to come by 
tomorrow, (or on Monday), to, “catch-up on the money.” Managers of these 
places usually say they need to, “ring-out the tills,” (or some variation of 
bull-crap like that) generally saying something to the effect of, “once the 
Club has a chance to count the money and cash out the tills, I can pay you 
your cut.” You come back the next day – the manager is not around. You 
phone, you leave messages, and nobody calls you back. You show up on 
another day later that week and there still isn’t anybody around to pay you. 
Days go by… perhaps you simply give up on trying to collect, (if they’re 
pulling this scam the club manager is actually banking on exactly that). 
Perhaps you really do end up meeting with the manager and you actually 
even eventually do get paid! Any way you slice it – it’s just a great big crazy 
hassle. There is no way to deal with this scenario other than having a 
contract up-front when you book the gig clearly stating – “when the band 
will get paid.” This, of course, isn’t a bad idea anyway. But, with some club 
managers, sometimes you simply never know until the end of the night – just 
exactly WHEN you will be paid. Ask around and find out what the club is 
like and if other bands have been screwed around, then Stay Away! 

SCAM #5).   

The, “Our bar has a pass the hat and bands usually do great…”  Scam! 
This pass the hat, or tip jar payment method is probably one of the very 
WORST. It is almost an absolute guarantee that your band will probably 
make next to no money. The scam works like this; you play a set, you walk 
the room and ask for money, patrons are generally annoyed with you, you 
get a dollar or two from each table, the band gets a grand total of $30 – 
40.00 per set, (if that). The bottom line is; Do not take a gig like this unless 
there is some extremely good reason to. Like perhaps you’ll be on live 
national television, MTV, or CNN or something, otherwise don’t bother with 
these places. 
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SCAM #6). 

The, “We only pay each musician $50.00 here…”  Scam! 
Flat rate musician fees, set real, ‘low scale,’ are serious el-cheap-o routes I 
usually see in restaurant or coffee house establishments who act like they 
care about having music, but really could care less about the musicians who 
perform there. Sometimes they pull this stunt in a little less obvious way 
such as telling musicians that the venue only pays a maximum of $160.00 to 
the whole band. So, the band is looking at each other wondering, who should 
stay at home and who should go play the gig to split-up the measly $160 
bucks, (into a 1/2 or 1/3 cut). The whole concept is simply based on extreme 
cheapness on the side of the Club and it translates into pure awkwardness for 
the band. Why hire a band in a venue if you won’t pay them properly? These 
places should rip out their stage, (if they even have one), add 3 or 4 more 
tables and just play CD’s as background music. They would make more 
money in the end, and with these places it is always a cash crunch from the 
get go. The solution… skip over gigs like this & just stay at home. Perhaps 
spend the night video taping your bands latest tune and post it on YouTube. 
You’ll probably get better exposure and make good money on YouTube if 
your band’s YouTube Channel is set-up for YouTube Revenue Sharing! 

 

CONCLUSION: 

We’ll there you have it. This is the real deal. I’ve lived these scams, and the 
sad thing is that there are probably more out there! You can study the aspect 
of being a club performer, there are lot’s of great books out there such as; 
Michael Wood's book, You've Got A Friend In The 'Biz. And, books like 
Michael’s will certainly open your eyes up, and teach you a lot, but nothing 
can top real life experience. 

In wrapping up I’d like to mention one other book that I feel is an absolute 
must for anyone in a band, with a label, or in any way involved in or 
interested in the music business! It is called; Tour Smart And Break the 
Band. Written by musicians for musicians (authors include: Henry Rollins, 
Chris Connelly, the Suicide Girls just to name a few). It touches on every 
conceivable aspect of getting your show together. Best of luck to you! 
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