
Sound check and gig set up 
 

Introduction 
 
Playing a gig or show takes a lot more time and effort than people think. For just one hour on 
stage, you can spend up to another ten hours setting up, preparing, waiting to play and then 
packing away. If you add travel time as well, each show can take an entire day. 
 
Some bands are lucky enough to have ‘Roadies’ working for them, who are people employed to 
set up and test the bands equipment, deal with any issues on stage during the performance and 
then pack away all of the gear at the end of the night. Most bands starting out don’t have anyone 
to help them at all, which can make gigging extremely hard work.  
 
Over the next few pages, you will learn more about how a show or gig is run and your roles and 
responsibilities when in the hot seat! 
 

 
People involved 

 
Here is a list of some people you may come across at gigs: 

 
• Bands – The band you are playing with maybe part of a ‘line up’ of bands, so expect to 

meet other musicians. 
• Roadies – If you’re lucky you may get some help ‘loading in’ your equipment and setting 

up. If you don’t have roadies, try and persuade a friend or two to come along and help in 
exchange for free entry to the gig and maybe a couple of drinks! 

• Venue owner/manager – The person in charge of the running of the venue you are playing 
in. They are not always in charge of what is on stage. 

• Promoter – Gigs are usually booked by a promoter or a promotion company. They hire the 
venue and organize selling tickets to make their money. They are in charge of hiring people 
involved with the gig, getting advertising done and paying the bands. The promoter normally 
takes the biggest risk of losing money, but they can also win big! 

• Assistant – At larger events the promoter may have an assistant or several helpers to 
make sure the event runs smoothly. 

• Stage manager – This is the person that has to make sure that bands stick to their stage 
and change over times, and ensures everything on stage runs smoothly. 

• Sound engineer – Responsible for ‘mic’ing up’ the instruments on stage and getting a 
good sound for the audience out front. 

• Monitor engineer – Works with the sound engineer getting the stage ready, but is then 
responsible for the sound on stage for the band. 

• Lighting engineer – Responsible for the lighting on and off stage during and in between 
performances. 

• Door staff – Working at the front of the venue taking payment for entry or checking tickets. 
• Bar staff – Working behind the bar, keeping the public happy by providing drinks. 
• Security – The size of the security team depends on the size of the venue and crowd 

expected. They normally have a presence at the entrance and around the venue to make 
sure people coming into the venue are behaving themselves. Also, at rowdier concerts, 
their will be a security between the stage and the audience, normally behind a barrier, to 
make sure the crowd doesn’t get too carried away or invade the stage! 

 
 



Times 
 
Having a schedule for a concert is essential. Not everything on a schedule is relevant to you or 
your band, but it pays to be aware of how the event is running. If the event runs early (a band 
finishes earlier than on the schedule for example), you may end up going on sooner than you 
expected and if you’re not aware of what’s going on, you will end up rushing to get on stage, which 
is not good for your performance! 
 
Here is an example of a schedule for a gig where there are three bands playing.  

• The headlining band is the main band of the night and performs last.  
• The main support is the band on just before the headliners. 
• The opening band is the first band to perform. 

 
 

Times for show 
 

• 5.00pm – Headliners load in 
(The headlining band brings in all of their equipment and sets up) 
• 6.00 – 7.00pm – Headliners sound check 

(The sound engineer works with the main band to get the sounds just right and make sure that the band are happy 
with their sound on stage and can hear everything) 

• 6.00 – 6.30pm – Main support load in 
(The main support load their equipment in ready for their sound check, this is done while the main band sound 

checks) 
• 7.00 – 7.30 – Main support sound check 

(The main support band then gets some time to get their sound is right for the show) 
• 6.30 – 7.00pm – Opening act load in 

(The opening band load their equipment in) 
• 7.00pm – Opening band line check only 

(After the headliners and the main support have sound checked, the sound should be acceptable, so to save time 
the first band on only get to check that there is a signal from each of their instruments. Not the best, but that’s the 

deal for the opening band!) 
• 8.00pm – Doors 

(The doors are open to the public and the bar opens) 
• 8.15 – 8.45pm - Opening band 

(The first band goes on, it’s still quite early so not a huge audience unfortunately) 
• 8.45 – 9.00pm – Change over 

(Only 15 minutes to change bands equipment over and get ready for the main support) 
• 9.00 – 9.30pm – Main support band 

(The second band of the night goes on to a slightly bigger audience) 
• 9.30 – 10.00pm – Change over 

(30 minutes now to change equipment and get ready for the main band) 
• 10.00 – 11.15pm – Headliners 

(The main band goes on stage to a full crowd and plays the longest set of the night) 
• 11.30pm – Curfew 

(The time that the venue has to close, normally a bit after the last band is due to finish just in case they run late) 
• 12.30am – Out 

(Everyone has to be out and on their way home, or the next gig!) 
 
 
 
 
 



Sound check etiquette 
 

To get the sound right for the audience and the band, it is important to check the levels 
(volumes) of each instrument out front (for the audience) and on stage (for the band). It is 
important to be professional and realistic in the way you handle your sound check.  
 

Remember these few pointers: 
 
• Listen and pay attention to the sound engineer 
• Give clear instructions to him about what you want to hear 
• Play only when you are asked to play 
• Play only what you are asked to play 
• Play in the same way as you will play during your performance later. There is no point 

smashing into your snare drum during sound check, to then only tap it during your actual 
performance as the sound and levels will then be wrong. 

• Don’t show off!!! This is time allocated to getting the sound right for you, your band mates 
and the audience you’re going to play to, don’t use it trying to impress the other drummers 
from the other bands or the bar staff that are setting up 

• Play simple clear grooves and fills rather than clever complicated breaks, as the sound 
engineer will be able to identify each drum cymbal easier and get you a better sound 

• Be polite, helpful and chilled. People involved in getting your sound and helping you will 
respond a lot better if they are treated well (even if you are the headlining band!!!).  

• Be sociable. Sound check time is a good time to talk to other musicians, engineers and 
promoters and make new friends and contacts. Every gig is a great networking opportunity; 
make sure people know who you are and that you are a cool person to have around at gigs. 
Bands tend to get the best gigs because of how they act on and off stage. 

• Don’t expect too much. Be aware of what type of venue you are in, what equipment is 
available and what time you have. The sort of sound you will get at the Tunbridge Wells 
forum may not be quite the same as Wembley stadium so don’t expect it! 

• Also… Make sure you know what gear you are expected to bring to the gig well in advance. 
Don’t assume anything! If you are the first band on, you may end up using someone else’s 
drum kit, which can save on time and space and save you a lot of work so show your 
appreciation! If this is the case make sure you thank the person that let you use the kit and 
help them with setting up and packing away.  
 

If you do use someone else’s kit, you will still be expected to bring ‘breakables’ which include: 
1. Bass pedal 
2. Snare drum 
3. All cymbals including hi hats 
4. Stool (not always essential) 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Sound check procedure 
 

1. Set up all gear on stage and make sure you are comfortable 
2. Carry out a backline check – Drums, guitar and bass play together without the ‘front 

of house’ (main venue speakers) turned on to get a starting ‘stage level’. 
3. Sound check drums. Individual drums and then the whole kit. When checking 

individual drums play slow, clear hits with enough gap between each hit for the note 
to decay. This will probably be quarter note hits at 60 – 70 bpm.  

4. Check in the following order, or as directed by the sound engineer: 
 

• Bass drum only 
• Snare drum only 
• Hi hats only 
• Play groove – Bass, snare and hats together 
• 1st tom 
• 2nd tom 
• Floor tom 
• Cymbals 
• Whole drums kit - Play simple clear grooves and fills rather than clever complicated breaks 

 
5. Sound check bass guitar 
6. Sound check drums and bass guitar together 
7. Sound check other guitar(s) 
8. Sound check drums, bass and guitars together 
9. Sound check lead vocals 

            10. Sound check backing vocals 
            11. Play entire song to evaluate sound out front and on stage                                   
            12. Get monitor levels for each musician in turn (Musicians speakers on stage) 
            13. Play another full song 
            14. If everything is ok for the band and the engineers, 
    
That is sound check over. If there are problems, then this is the time to sort them out. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Between sound check and stage 
 

This is the time that can drag if you are a headlining band and go too quickly if you’re first on. Take 
time to get your own equipment and comforts ready for stage as well preparing yourself mentally 
and physically by warming up. 
 
Here are some suggestions: 
 

• Eat a light meal - If you have time! (e.g. a small helping of pasta will give you energy and 
help concentration). Don’t eat within a couple of hours of playing especially if you play in a 
very energetic band. 

• Drink lots of water - Pre-hydration is the best policy, drinking lots of water before you play 
will do more good than trying to down loads during and after your performance 

• Change clothes – If you have a different set of clothes for stage it can help get you into 
‘gig mode’ 

• Enjoy the rider - A rider is an allocation of food and/or drink provided for the band by the 
venue or promoter. The rider can be anything from some bottles of water, to a full on spread 
of food and drink. When a more established band is booked for a gig they are expected to 
provide the promoter with a ‘rider list’, which is a list of the bands requirements and the 
promoter has to provide as part of their contract. This will include all stage requirements as 
well as what food and drink the band wants. Obviously the bigger the band, the bigger the 
rider! 

• Get stage essentials ready – your drum kit may already be on stage ready to go, but 
make sure your sticks are ready to go, get water for on stage and maybe a towel as it can 
get hot up there! 

• Warm up – Just playing slow/medium tempo single and double stroke rolls on a pad can 
get your hands and wrists moving and ready for action. Don’t over do it though, a full 
technique workout may be too much! 

• Stretch – Just like you would warm up and stretch before a run or any exercise, make sure 
you do the same thing before going on stage. 

• Write/review your set list – Your set list is the list of songs you are going to play and the 
order you are going to play them in, just looking over this before going on stage will get you 
in the right zone!  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Stage time!!! 
 

The moment you’ve been working towards has arrived! This is where you get to see if your 
preparation pays off. If you have carried out a thorough sound check, prepared yourself and your 
equipment and done your practice before turning up, everything will be fine and the pinnacle of 
everything you aspire to as a drummer! 
 
Remember: 
 

• Observe – watch your band mates, roadies and engineers in case there is a problem you 
need to be made aware of. 

• Be professional – If you have a problem let someone know, but be subtle. The audience 
doesn’t need to know something’s not right and they probably don’t care anyway so pick 
your moment. Be prepared to adapt and carry on through your issues if need be!!! 

• Have fun!!! – This is what being in a band is all about. Playing drums and practice is only a 
part of it, getting up in front of an audience and doing your things is the ultimate so make 
the most of it. Now is your time to show off!!! 

 
 

Après gig 
 

Time to enjoy the glory of having played a fantastic show! Go and meet fans, chat and sign 
posters but remember the fans made the gig for you so make them feel special too. 
 
The final part of the evening though can be the worst part for a drummer especially if there are no 
roadies on hand to help pack away the gear! You’ve done your work now it’s time to pack 
everything away and load it all back into the van ready for the next night. 
  
It can be very tempting to have a drink and hang around the venue as late as possible, but you 
have to remember all of the other staff at the venue have just done a nights work and want to go 
home. If you hold them up too much, you’ll find they’re not as friendly as they were earlier in the 
evening!  
 
You can do it all again tomorrow anyway!  
 


