Internships at Record Labels 
An Interview with Intern Manager Lisa Clifford
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You want internships, we give you internships! I recently sat down with Lisa Clifford, manager of the internship program at independent label Surfdog Records, to ask the questions you want asked about how to find, win, and succeed at record label internships. 

Prior to her work at Surfdog, Lisa managed the interns at Bill Silva Presents, a major music promotion company located in Los Angeles and San Diego.
Once again, the Musicians' Exchange cuts through the fluff and goes straight to the source for the information you crave. Could we be any better at what we do? Magic Eight Ball says: "Not a Chance."
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Follow the Next Page link at bottom to read the entire interview, or click a question for a specific topic: 

· How can I find internship opportunities? 

· How do I apply for internship opportunities? 

· What if I don't have any experience? 

· What kind of experience will help me? 

· What do interns do? 

· Interns don't get paid - is it really worth it? 

· What if I'm just curious about the music industry? 

· Does interning help you make contacts for real jobs? 

· Is it tough for girls to break into the music industry? 

· Do interns eventually get hired for full-time jobs? 

· Once I'm an intern, how can I impress my boss (and why should I bother)? 

Next page > Internship Opportunities
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	 Related Resources
• Music Jobs Central
• The Five Largest Labels
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	 From Other Guides 
• About College Grad Jobs
• About Job Search
• About Career Planning
• About International Jobs
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	 Elsewhere on the Web 
• Surfdog Records 
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[Back to Beginning] 

How can someone find internship opportunities? 
Many of our interns learned about our program through career centers, particularly on college campuses. 
We also frequently get emails from people who are interested in the music industry and just want to do something at a label - they don't care what it is, they just want to come in a get a feel for what it's like. 

Does that work? Do you respond to those emails? 

Sure. We respond to them if they are located nearby and bringing them in is a real possibility. We also consider applicants from colleges that are within a reasonable commute. We've often found that college students are willing to make a significant drive, especially if they are receiving college credit. 
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TIP: Find record labels in your area with this directory. 

Do your interns get college credit? 

That's up to the university and the specific degree program. We certainly do everything we can to help the students get credit. 
How about young people who are not college students? 

We are careful about inviting completely random contacts into the office, simply because we have a lot of valuable equipment and documents here. We've found that college students typically display an appropriate amount of professionalism and responsibility. We have, however, certainly taken interns in the past that were not college students, particularly if they have a personal connection. 

What kind of personal connection? 
Any kind, really. Dave, the President, is a surfer, and Pierce, our Director of Marketing, is a surfer. It's not uncommon that some young person they meet while surfing is interested in the music industry and wants to come give us a hand a couple days a week. If they turn out to be sincere and hard working, we're happy to have them. 

So knowing someone who works at a label - even just casually - can help you get an internship? 

Absolutely, absolutely. Networking and trying to meet people at labels or promotion companies, even if it's just a name, is a good way to get your foot in the door. 

Next page > Applying for Internships
If someone contacts you through one of your staff about an internship, or even emails you out of the blue, what happens next? 

We ask them to submit a resume detailing their qualifications. Now this is very important: We understand that young people don't have much experience in the industry - most of them have none at all. Consequently, the way they handle the application process can be just as important as the experience listed on their resume. 

I definitely want to see a professional cover letter with the resume. That's a big thing. Basically, we want it to be like an application for a regular full-time job. 

We've found that the people who apply as if it were a regular job will act as if it's a regular job once they're here, and that's what we're looking for. We don't want somebody who's just going to come in here and hang out, thinking, "Oh, gee, I'm gonna go work for Surfdog so I can get free CDs." 

So they should act as if they're applying for the position of Vice President. 

Exactly. We want a cover letter. If they have references, great. We like to see any relevant experience presented in a professional resume. 
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TIP: Jobs Guide Virginia Smith can help you write a killer resume. 

Next page > Previous Experience
What if they don't have any relevant experience? 

That's ok. When I worked for Bill Silva's promotion company, we had kids from high school that applied and ended up working for us. They didn't have any experience at all, but you know what - they sent us a professional cover letter, and they included a letter of recommendation from a teacher or two. They didn't really have a resume, but they made the presentation of what they had as professional as possible. And they were great - those were some of my best interns! 

You know, the fact is, they are going to get experience here. They're going to exposed to a variety of things. I'm not going to bring in an intern and throw them on our eighteen-line phone system the first day, but there is opportunity there. If it's somebody that we feel can handle themselves on the phone, we'll have them make some calls to the press, or radio stations, or promoters. As they get experience, they get involved with more exciting things. 

So they can walk in the door with no experience whatsoever, but when they walk out, they have experience not only with the music industry and a record label and management company, but they're going to have office skills. They can put that on their next resume - that they handled an eighteen-line phone system at Surfdog. They may then be able to take that to another label or management company and get a paying, full-time job. 

Having no experience is not a problem. As long as it's someone that comes in with some professionalism, and they are a self-starter, and open to anything, then they are welcome here. There could be a time when they're in the back stuffing envelopes, but you know, they're in the environment and learning about the industry. And a week later, they might be making press calls, or promoter calls, or working with the management group on the bands they manage. 

Next page > The Resume
What kinds of experience would be good to include on a resume? 

Well, of course any industry experience is great. If they worked for a radio station, or interned at an arena or major venue, that's great, but that's very rare. 

There are so many other types of experience that are valuable, even if they aren't specifically music related. If they've worked in any marketing environment, or interned at an advertising agency, or any promotions at all, we love to see that. 

Even if it's just marketing their soccer team's fund-raiser, or promoting the school play? 

Sure. If they've done something that shows they are a creative self-starter when it comes to getting the word out about something - that's a quality we can definitely use. 

Is any office experience good? 

Absolutely. Because that just shows they can operate in a professional environment. We can throw anything at them and be confident they can handle it. 

It's like, "Hey, I've got to get this Federal Express package out. I'm going to get the CDs together, can you type up this letter for me?" And if they're like, "No problem," then it makes my life easier. 

Next page > What Interns Do
What are some of the really cool things that interns get to do? 

Well, for example, Pierce Flynn, our Director of Marketing, does a lot of collaborating with surf/skate/snow companies and helping them find music for their productions. Interns assist him in contacting the companies that are promoting Taylor Steele, or Tony Hawk, or other major athletes, and working with them on placing music. 
Maybe Tony Hawk's people are putting together a new video, and they've come to us to find some music for it. We cook up a compilation of some of our bands that we think will fit and the interns will burn those CDs for us. 
And if they have some input - maybe they surf or skate themselves - we might hand them a stack of CDs and say, "Check these out and tell us what you would like to hear while you watch Tony Hawk skate." 

Another opportunity would be with Laura Pebsworth, our Product Manager. Interns can assist her in booking studio time for our bands' recording sessions. Also, when newly recorded material comes in from the studio, we need someone to make sure everyone in the office has heard it and collect everyone's thoughts and feedback. 

Laura also works closely with the press, promoters, and radio stations, and she gets interns involved in the front lines there, placing calls and talking to important people in the industry. 

As office manager, I'm not so closely tied to the external activities, but my interns do cool things, too. For example, I handle all the Internet orders. If we're running a special Internet promotion, we can get a ton of orders. The interns will help me manage that workload and get those orders out the door on time. 

That may not seem as glamorous as working with radio stations, but it's one more thing they can have in their back pocket. Suppose they are inteviewing at another label in the future, they can break out and say, "Oh, you're developing your e-commerce program? Well, I worked with the Internet sales group when I was interning at Surfdog Records." 

Next page > Why Bother?
Interns typically don't get paid. Why should a young person even bother? 

I've been in charge of internship programs at two companies, and this is what I really try to make clear. No matter what you're doing, whether it's stuffing an envelope, answering a phone, making copies, running down the street to pick up a CD for us a Lou's Records - no matter what, you're gaining two things. 
First, you're getting experience in the industry - you're learning what record labels mail, what they say on the phone, what they need to make copies of. Everybody who works in the upper levels began with an understanding of these basic things. 

Second, you've proved that you are interested enough in the record industry to spend your valuable time working for a label. You can say, "I gave up some of my college life and get into a car and drive up to Surfdog three times a week and work for free, because this is of interest to me." That says something. Down the road, when you go to apply for a paying job in the industry, that evidence of your dedication puts you light-years ahead of your competition in the eyes of an employer. 

I don't want to mislead anyone. It's not like our interns come in and help produce the albums. That's not going to happen - it's just not realistic. Interns do a fair amount of busy work. But if they want to produce albums in the future - or do anything else in the industry - then interning at a label and interacting with the names and learning about the industry is a major, major step towards that goal. 

Next page > Just Curious?
What if I'm not sure I want to work in the music industry, but I'm curious? 

I actually just interviewed a girl in that position, and she's going to be interning for us. She just has an interest in music. She's not sure if this is what she wants to do. She has a degree in communications, and she got in touch with me out of curiosity. I said, "You know what, even if at the end of three months you decide this is not what you want to do, you've learned something! You're not going to go up to L.A. and waste a year trying to break into the industry - you've learned you don't want to do this." 

And besides, she'll have a nice new entry on her resume. Working at a record label and management company is perfect for going into advertising or public relations, for example. In an interview there, that note on your resume is going to spark a converstation: "Yeah, I worked for Dave Kaplan over at Surfdog. We did a lot of promotions work for bands like Sprung Monkey and Brian Setzer." It will get you in there. 

Whatever they decide to do in the future, they gain something here, from telephone skills, to computer skills, to contacts in the industry. 

Next page > Building Contacts
It seems to me that interns can keep track of the industry people they talk to, and then when it comes time to look for a full-time job, they can - with your permission - contact them and say, "Hey, I met you when I was at Surfdog. I'm looking for work. Do you have anything?" 

Absolutely. Of course, we do want them to check with us first, but I can't overstate how important it is to develop those contacts, and this is a great place to do it. All of us here in the office have worked in Los Angeles. Dave, the President, has been in the industry for a very long time and worked with tons of very influential people - managers, agents, promoters, label executives, you name it. 

Dave's very well connected in this industry. If you come in here and kick some butt, and say, "I don't have a problem stuffing an envelope, because this is what I want to do and I know I've got to start somewhere," then that effort is going to come back to you, guaranteed. 

I started by working in a mail room for an agency up in Los Angeles. I was delivering packages. I had hundreds of packages I had to deliver in not-enough-time - you know, there I am, running in and out of places, delivering packages. Now I work directly under the President of one of the most reputable independent labels around. 
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TIP: Learn from other label employees how they got started in the industry. 

Do you have any special advice for young women interested in interning? 

You just have to prove yourself. It's tough. It's definitely a male-dominated industry. You have to prove yourself. You have to go into that mail room, wear jeans or grubby clothes, and get the job done. Actually, at some agencies, you have to be dressed to a T - the guys are in there in suits and ties, running around delivering packages. And this is in the Valley [of Los Angeles], where it's like 105 degrees. But if you want it, go after it, establish yourself as professional and reliable, and good things will happen. I did it - you can, too. 

Next page > Success Stories
Do you know of any success stories from your internship program? 

Oh, sure. I can think of three right off the top of my head from when I worked at Bill Silva's promotion company. 
I had a guy that interned with me for a few months, after which we got him a job at the William Morris Agency, one of the best-known talent agencies in the world. We got him placed in their mail room - you have to understand that an agency like that has a 400 resume waiting list for a handful of positions, and that's for the mail room. So after proving himself with us, we sent some letters of recommendation to get him into the mail room. He spent several months in the mail room, proved himself, and they moved him up to Junior Agent. 

We also had a girl intern for us who is now working for a label in Japan. She also started at Bill Silva's office. 

We had another guy who worked for us and as soon as he graduated, immediately got a job with a promoter up in Los Angeles. 

How did that happen? 

He met another assistant from their office at a show, kept in touch, and applied when he got out of school. He started at an entry-level postion, of course, but he got that position because he had us on his resume. 

There are plenty of success stories. Absolutely. 

We've got a girl now that came in as an intern a few months ago, and we've hired her on because she just kicked butt. 

Next page > Impress the Boss
Tell me what "kicked butt" means. What do you want to see from an intern on the job? 

Well, Heather, the girl we just hired out of her internship...she's such a self-starter. She didn't wait for us to hand her something. She walked around, asked questions, offered her help. She saw that our storage was a little messy, and she asked if she could organize it. She asked Laura [the Product Manager] if she could help with a mailing, and it was a special thing that Laura had to do herself, so instead she went and got all the postage ready - you know, she did what she could. 

Sometimes it's difficult to have interns, because no one really has time to explain to them what they need to do. So we love people who come in and go with the flow and take it upon themselves to anticipate what we need. Before I even knew we were low on Federal Express supplies, she got online, ordered some, and sent me an instant message, "Hey - I just ordered you Fedex supplies." 

She realized that our demos were piling up - we receive about 50 every day - and she figured out a way to organize them, all on her own. And she gave creative input too - she'd play some of the better demos in the office, so they're just in the background while we're working. That helped us take a look at some new bands. It was great. 

No matter what we asked of her, she was ready to do it. There was no attitude at all. 

Now here's the thing. This girl wants to go to Japan to work for a record label - she's majoring in Japanese in school. Dave [the President] knows people at every major record label in Japan. After seeing the way she works here, he will pick up the phone and make any call he needs to make to get her a job over there. 

~ End of Interview ~ 
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