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Basic Legal Issues
• Unless you are working as a waged or salaried employee, you are considered a contract (1099) employee, and
technically you need to have a business license. This is true even if you only take one-time gigs via a talent agency.
• If you are marketing your own characters, it makes a lot of sense to setup a small business for yourself. You get to
deduct all of your performing-related expenses, including the cost of travel, supplies, new costumes or puppets, etc.
You look more attractive to potential clients, and have the benefit of being able to legally accept pay for your work.
Even if you aren’t interested in making a profit, just getting some compensation for your time and effort is a quite
enjoyable feeling.
Setting Up Your Business
• First, you need to get a business license: this shouldn't be too hard to obtain and fees will probably be minimal typically around $100 a year. Note that you want to start a ‘sole proprietorship’, or if you’re partnering with someone
else, a ‘partnership’. Check with your county’s business licensing office for full details, and if you are near the edge
of a city, have them check to see if you need a county license or a city license (you can’t go solely by your address,
so let the office check to find out for certain what jurisdiction you are in.)
• You will need liability insurance - you need this even if you're just volunteering or playing mascot characters via an
agency, as you can still be held liable for accidents that occur while you are performing, not to mention that many
organizations and agencies greatly prefer performers who are self-insured.
o If you are into puppetry, go through the Puppeteers of America (www.puppeteers.org) and sign onto their
group policy.
o Another option is the World Clowning Association (www.worldclownassociation.com), which is probably
the closest option out there for mascot performers (there is no mascot association, unfortunately).
o You can also check with the company that you get homeowner's, renter's or automobile insurance from - they
may offer an acceptable policy and may even offer a discount since you are already a customer.
• If you are marketing your own characters:
o You'll want a good business name that you can use on flyers and name badges.
• With costume character work, it's preferable to not use your own name in the business name, since
you don't want your name readily visible on the character’s name badge and other advertising
materials that you'll be handing out while in costume.
• With puppetry work, it can be preferable to actually have your own name in the business name, since
you are selling yourself as much as your characters. If you’re doing both puppetry and costume
characters then you’ll just have to pick one way or the other and run with it.
• Registering your business name will likely be a requirement, but probably won't cost you very much,
and should be a one-time fee. Do note that you're only protecting that name within your state - for
national protection of your name, you'd have to trademark it, which will run you $400+ per year probably not something that most character performers would want to do.
o You need to create a standard performance contract that outlines your standard policy under which you will
perform. This doesn't mean that you shouldn't negotiate with clients when needed, but you should always
start with your standard contract and negotiate from there. Even if you are just volunteering, a contract is a
good idea, because it shows people that you are serious about working with them, and it defines exactly what
you are going to do at the event and helps protect you from liability if you are unable to perform as
scheduled.
• You will need to report your income on your taxes (i.e., don’t mess with the IRS!).
o Forms: You’ll have to do a full 1040 tax return with a Schedule C Profit and Loss attachment and possibly a
Schedule SE Self Employment Tax attachment (typically only if the majority of your income comes from
contract /1099 work). It’s not quite as bad as it might seem, but if you’re not comfortable with these forms,
don’t hesitate to get help. Sometimes, just getting a professional to do your taxes the first year is all you’ll
need – after that, you can typically just look at how they were done that first year and just plug in the right
numbers for the current year.
o Withholdings: Do note that the IRS expects to get a certain amount of withholdings from you throughout the
year. For people with salaried / waged jobs, this is taken by the company they work for and submitted to the
IRS each month. If you have such a job, you can have your payroll department up your withholdings if
needed to keep you from owing too much at the end of the year (the IRS does penalize you for owing too
much). If you don’t have any kind of job that takes withholdings, then you’ll have to submit them yourself.
Check the IRS website (www.irs.gov) for information on how this works. Many self-employed people can
use a plan that lets you pay in quarterly installments, rather than monthly.
• In general, when setting up your business, it’s a very good idea to talk with someone in your area who has been
running a small business for a while. This is the best way to get accurate information about the laws in your city,
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county and state, as they may vary greatly from other cities, counties and states. Of course, when in doubt, you can
always ask a lawyer for advice.
Marketing Your Own Characters
• You need really good marketing skills if you want to get opportunities to perform with your own characters. You
often have to create opportunities by showing groups that they can benefit from having your entertainment at their
event. A lot of times, your one shot at an opportunity depends on the quality of your advertising materials, so don’t
be afraid to sink a little time and a fair amount of money into them.
• First, do a good professional quality photo and video shoot.
o Get friends to play the parts of people you are greeting, and get each person featured in your pictures to sign
a model release form, giving you permission to use their likeness in your advertising materials.
o Find nice locations for your pictures that will complement your character, and most of all, use good lighting.
o Take lots and lots of pictures and video footage - much better to have extra stuff that you don't need, then to
end up wishing that you had a few more angles or a slightly better version of a particular shot.
• Create flyers and business cards
o Use full-color photos that really show off your character(s). A color logo is also a good eye-catcher.
o Include phone number, email address and web site address on cards and flyers
o Consider double-size business cards that fold in half to normal size – gives you twice the space and allows
for larger images and text. Be sure to put a good eye-catching logo on the front of your cards.
o Target flyers to specific markets. Have one flyer for birthday parties, and a different one for festivals and
fundraisers. Highlight the aspects of your work that should be most appealing to people in that market.
• Put up a good professional quality website for your business with a photo gallery and a video gallery.
o Get a simple, easy to remember domain name – you’ll need to give your website address out over the phone,
so make it easy to say and write down. Avoid tildes (~) at all costs!
o If you can’t build a good website, get someone to do it for you – don’t put up a cheesy site as that just gives
people a bad impression about your business.
o Good navigation is essential – make it easy for clients to find the important information that they need.
Consistency is important as well – use the same look-and-feel and navigation throughout your site.
o Include a good photo gallery, video clip gallery, rates and requirements page, and a performance history
o Also include a personal bio/resume page – this adds a human touch and helps clients to feel more
comfortable in hiring you, especially if you’re coming out to someone’s home
o Use common file formats for you pictures and videos so that clients can readily view them from anywhere
o Include written descriptions of your characters – talk about the unique things that they can to (e.g. tricks)
o Have an online form that potential clients can fill out that sends you an email. This protects your email
address from spam and helps to ensure that clients give you all of the information you need to give them an
accurate quote.
• Build a portfolio – a binder filled with information about your character work and images of your character
entertaining at a variety of events. You may also want to get a small photo album and turn it into a mini-portfolio
that you could keep with you wherever you go, since you never know when you might run into someone who turns
out to need your services. Be sure to stock your portfolios with extra flyers and business cards!
• In case it’s not obvious by now, it’s very helpful to have a good digital camera and a good color inkjet printer. These
tools let you handle a lot of your advertising design issues yourself, saving you a lot of money in the long run.
• Now you need to start getting the word out about your services! Post cards and flyers wherever you see a community
bulletin board. Pass them out to friends, family, neighbors, and maybe even co-workers.
Seeking Opportunities - They Don't Always Come to You
• The reality is that until you've been in business for several years, you won’t have many opportunities knocking on
your door, so you have to track them down. The key is in the cold call - contacting a group that doesn't know you and
convincing them to hire you or let you perform on a volunteer basis.
• Where to find these opportunities?
o Look in newspapers for community calendars that list local events. Also check online on city and county
websites for calendars and event lists. Some communities have websites as well.
o Check with local community centers, churches, day cares, etc. If you are in school (high school or college),
look around for social events and fund-raiser events that might want a big visual draw created by having a
costume character present.
o Talk with all of your friends and neighbors - many may have contacts into events that you might not be able
to find out about otherwise.
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Check with your current regular job(s) - see if they do anything where they might need entertainment. Even
if there are no opportunities right now, letting them know means that they might think about you if there's a
need in the future. There might even be internal possibilities - keep an eye out for company family picnics
and other outings where entertainment might be wanted.
o Go to local community festivals and look around and talk to the vendors in the different booths that are often
scattered around these festivals. Ask if they could use an entertainer or a performer for their own mascot
character. You never know what you might get.
o Better yet, talk to the festival organizers and see if they’ll let you be an independent entertainer, roaming
throughout the festival space. Not only would you get to entertain everyone at the event, but it’s also a
perfect way to audition your character and skill in front of all of the vendors at the event. When vendors
aren’t busy, be sure to go up to them and do a fun, silly greeting (just steer clear of breakable merchandise).
Most vendors enjoy having some of the entertainment come to them, because they are usually stuck at their
booths throughout an event. If a vendor likes you, s/he might ask you about performing at something else
that they are involved in.
When you do find a potential event, copy down all of the details and the contact information and keep in touch.
Maintain a record of each event that you research, including dates, times, location, nature of event, sponsoring group,
etc. This is useful to have if you do get into the event, and even if you don’t, having all of this info makes it easier to
get back in touch later for future instances of a recurring (e.g. yearly) event.
When you are working at events (especially big open-to-the-public events), offer business cards to those people you
greet who seem to like you. This is a really good reason for having an escort, even if you are comfortable in going
around without one since costume gloves make it difficult to deal with small business cards and fliers. Your escort
can also answer questions and take down potential client information, all of which might encourage a potential client
to become an actual client.
One very important point: if someone expresses interest in your services, do whatever you can to get a name and
contact info. Giving out cards and flyers is fine, but these items get lost or forgotten much of the time. If someone is
willing to give you their contact info, you know they have a serious interest in you, and if they fail to call you after a
while, you can give a polite reminder call to see if they really are still interested.
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How to Win Over Potential Contacts and Get More Opportunities
• Number one rule of all: never use the ‘F’ word: call yourself a puppeteer or a costume character performer
• You are judged on three things:
o The recommendations of previous clients. It can do wonders to be able to provide references and letters of
recommendation to a potential client.
o Advertising: if your business cards and flyers are not eye-catching, they will be ignored
o Your price –Charge too little and those in the know will assume that you aren’t all that good a performer.
People also love a deal, so consider setting a price slightly higher than what you think you’re worth, and then
offer small discounts so that customers think they’re getting a good deal.
• When initially making contact with a group, realize that you may have to go through multiple people before you find
the right one, but just keep trying and don't give up. If you get a secretary or receptionist, be as friendly and polite as
you would with the actual client. Try asking, “Can you help me get in touch with the right person?” People like to
be helpful, so if you openly ask for this person’s help, s/he might be more willing to try to assist you.
• When you have the chance to meet one-on-one with a client:
o Present yourself in a professional manner
• Dress for success: go business casual for face-to-face meetings.
• Bathe regularly and groom yourself well: hair, beard, and mustache should be neatly trimmed.
o Offer to come back at a convenient time and audition your for the client and his/her associates
o Leave an information packet, including flyers and business cards. Be sure to include flyers relevant to the
client’s event, and possibly some others as well.
• No matter how you are communicating with a potential client - in person, or by phone - always remember the
following tips:
o Be polite, friendly, and upbeat. Do what you can to show confidence in your performance work and your
ability to handle the event being discussed.
o Be prepared – research the organization or event and know as much as you can about what they do. Have a
game plan for what kind of performance you want to pitch to them and be prepared with the details of what
would be involved, how much you would want to charge, and what the client would need to do to
accommodate you. Phrase your pitches in terms of how having your entertainment would be beneficial to
their business or event – getting the client to see the value in booking you can go a long ways towards
convincing him/her to do so.
o Be sure to cite any relevant past work experience – similar events that you have performed at before. Bring
your portfolio to face-to-face meetings and let the client browse through it while you talk. If calling on the
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phone, offer your website address (and spell it out clearly) so that the client can pull up your site while
talking with you. Seeing who you are and what you do could make a huge difference.
o Be flexible with your needs and be willing to negotiate – sympathize with budget concerns and offer small
discounts to make your services seem a little more attractive. Even taking ten percent off the top can be seen
as a very nice gesture.
o Do ask for the things you really need, like a dressing room for costume character work and reasonable
breaks. Don’t just assume that the contact understands the needs of a performer, because most people don’t.
o Don't get upset if you're ultimately told 'No' – it’s just a fact of life that you'll get this response more times
than you'd prefer. Just thank the contact for his/her time, and let the contact know that you'd be happy to
work with him/her in the future on other events and activities the organization might be hosting, and make
sure you've given the contact your own contact information.
Don’t worry about doing some gigs for free – especially big open community events. These are great opportunities
for getting your name out there and letting people see what you are capable of doing, which can translate into even
more opportunities down the road. Do take advantage of all advertising opportunities that any event offers you.
When you do land a gig, always write up a contract – especially if money is involved. This gives you something to
fall back on if any questions arise about what you were supposed to do or what the client was supposed to do. Of
course, there are times when you may want to bite the bullet over something minor rather than force your point and
sour an otherwise good business relationship.
Remember that it takes at least three years to build a reputable business with a good clientele. Your first year will be
tough, with lots of wishful thinking and discovering of opportunities after it’s too late. Take good notes and pursue
the next occurrence of any missed events.

Some General Advice For Handling Events
• Just as with meeting with clients, present yourself in a professional manner (see above). Wear nice, presentable
clothes when you arrive on site. Performance blacks are fine if they are in good shape and not dirty or full of holes.
For costume character work, come in blacks or business casual, and change into your performance clothing once you
get to your dressing room.
• Come out to events fully prepared for what you have agreed to do – try not to ever have to ask the client for anything
that you haven’t asked for ahead of time.
• Some clients can drive you crazy, but you need to keep a customer-service attitude at all times. Even if the client is
at fault, keep your cool and don’t whine or yell at a client.
• Realize that at large events, you are one tiny little part of the whole, and the event planners are using going out of
their mind. Don’t expect for anything to run smoothly and be prepared to adapt to constantly changing conditions
Puppeteers: Some Alternatives to Running Your Own Business
• Partnerships – split the success and headaches with one or more partners. Warning: you MUST be able to get along
with your partners and keep business and friendship from getting too well mixed.
• Work for another puppeteer – join a troupe, be an apprentice or an assistant. Might not always be easy work to find
in your area, and not the most glamorous, but you can learn the ropes from someone with lots of experience, and
make lots of useful connections this way
• Work for a theater or company that does puppet shows – similar to the last option, but possibly with more stability
and benefits, but often with less flexibility and less opportunity to give input into the performances
• Television / Movies – not for the feint of heart, but certainly an option. Best to get some good experience in other
places before pursuing television or movie jobs. Very different experience, since you’re performing for a camera
instead of a live audience
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