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T-Shirts: Where The Money Goes
By: Chris Taylor


The views and opinions expressed in this article are not meant to substitute for legal advice which should be sought in each particular instance.
Introduction

At a recent concert I heard on fan remark, “$20 for a t-shirt?  Little did he realise that the typical concert t-shirt should actually be priced higher to earn a decent profit for the artist. Most consumers (and some recording artists and their management) rarely take time to figure out where all the money goes. The following article is a review of all the cost considerations that should be taken into account when a band is selling their t-shirts: at any price.
Time

Many musicians do not consider the time spent overseeing the design; production; and sale of their t-shirts as costs but it is. This time could be spent doing other things (writing songs, doing interviews, playing shows, etc.) and, as we lawyers like to say, “time is money”. It is hard to calculate this exactly but it should be a consideration when pricing t-shirts.

Art Design


Artists who design artwork or logos for t-shirts charge a fee. I have had clients who have paid anywhere from $0 - $10,000 for artwork designs that they later use for t-shirts. As a side note: often record companies own the artwork relating to the band; in particular, the artwork relating to the album cover and other supporting material. Record companies may require artists to reimburse them for the use of this artwork. Try to address this ownership issue in your recording agreement so you have access to your album artwork.
Film and Screen Exposure Costs 

A first time run of merchandise is subject to a one time film and screen exposure cost. Screen exposures cost approximately $28.00/per ink colour and films range from $20.00-$30.00/per ink colour depending on the size and complexity of the design.  If you amortise your costs over more t-shirts your per profit per shirt increases. Musicians should avoid “dumping” designs too frequently if possible in order maximise profit. Start up costs can be considerable on short runs.
Print Costs


Each t-shirt needs to feed through the printing process. Prices will vary depending on the complexity of the print job but it is safe to say that most t-shirt print jobs cost $1.20 to $3.00 per shirt. Obviously, the more t-shirts you make from the initial run the lower your per unit costs will be.
T-shirt Costs

The t-shirts themselves cost money obviously. The price of a typical touring shirt (Gildan, AAA, Fruit of the Loom) ranges between $4.00 - $6.00. The popular choice of American Apparel runs from $8.00-$10.00 for men’s shirts and $8.00-$12.00 for women’s.  Prices per unit decrease with quantity.

Shipping


This is where bands get themselves into serious trouble. Ideally, you order your t-shirts and can pick them up from your supplier thereby avoiding any shipping charges. Typically what happens is that artists are late with their set up arrangements and merchandise is delivered late due to unreasonable timelines; or, groups that are out on the road touring lose track of their stock and end up ordering product in a rushed panic – both of these scenarios require overnight shipping. A box of t-shirts costs about $100.00 to ship overnight Toronto to Winnipeg for example. 

Sales/Tracking


Medium sized touring groups will bring someone on the road to manage their merchandise for them. If done properly, this is a worthwhile expense because accurate tracking and reporting will keep you well stocked (so you don’t miss sales) and will avoid ghastly shipping charges. This person might cost you anywhere from $50 to $150 per day plus 1-5% sales commission depending on the experience level and complexity of the work.
Venue Costs


Major venues and many clubs charge the bands a fee on their merchandise sales. This can range from 5% - 25%. This is a huge chunk of your t-shirt price right there. 

Accounting/Management/Legal/Overhead

Bands have third parties they employ to help manage their business affairs. All of these individuals, whether they are working on a percentage or hourly basis, are paid by the bands to provide services related to the sale of that t-shirt. In addition bands have costs to run their business (i.e. van rentals, gear purchases, etc.).
The Math


If a band is charging $20 per t-shirt for 1000 shirts they would generate $20,000 in revenue. If you look at some typical costs for a mid-sized band this is how the costs could break down. TOTAL INCOME: $20,000.
Costs
	Art/Design
	
	$1,000 

	Film/Screens
	
	$225 

	Print costs ($1.50 per)
	
	$1,500 

	T-shirts costs ($6.00 per)
	
	$6,000 

	Shipping
	
	
	$500 

	Salesperson (1 week)
	$650 

	Venue costs (20% after taxes)
	
	$3,400 

	Overhead (mgr. etc. – 25%)
	$5,000 

	Sales Taxes (avg. 15%)
	$3,000 

	
	

	TOTAL COSTS:
	
	$21,275 


General /Conclusion


Keep in mind that the example outlined above assumes the following: i) shipping charges are kept to a minimum; ii) you haven’t given any t-shirts away to local road crew/bar staff; and, iii) you sold ALL your shirts (usually you are always left with stock that may not sell).

At the end of the day a musician is not taking home very much money when they work through the math: especially if they are only charging $20 per t-shirt. In fact, at $20 per shirt most bands are probably losing money. Talk about taking the shirt off your back!!
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