




THE RISE OF THE PLATFORM 
MUSIC INDUSTRIES

ANDREW LEYSHON AND ALLAN WATSON



© Andrew Leyshon and Allan Watson 2025

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial- 
NoDerivatives v4.0 International Licence (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0). Permission  
for reproduction is granted by the author and publisher free of charge for  
non-commercial purposes. To view a copy of the licence visit  
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

First published in 2025 by Agenda Publishing

Agenda Publishing Limited
PO Box 185
Newcastle upon Tyne
NE20 2DH
www.agendapub.com

ISBN 978-1-78821-819-1

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Typeset by JS Typesetting Ltd, Porthcawl, Mid-Glamorgan
Printed and bound in the UK by 4edge

EU GPSR authorised representative:
Logos Europe, 9 rue Nicolas Poussin, 17000 La Rochelle, France
contact@logoseurope.eu

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://www.agendapub.com
mailto:contact@logoseurope.eu


v

CONTENTS

1.	 Introduction	 1

2.	 Platformization and the recorded music industry	 15

3.	 Rights and rents in the platform music industries	 41

4.	 MusicTech and “third wave” platform reintermediation	 63

5.	 Mobilizing fan enthusiasm: social media, crowdfunding and
	 the blockchain	 89

6.	 Live music, live streaming	 117

7.	 Digital literacy, data and democratization	 139

8.	 Conclusion	 161

Acknowledgements	 169
References	 171
Index	 193





1

1
INTRODUCTION

In September 2024, the female pop artist Chappell Roan – who rapidly rose first 
to prominence and then fame following the release of her debut album The Rise 
and Fall of a Midwest Princess in 2023, and especially following her performances 
as a support act on Olivia Rodrigo’s 2024 world tour – cancelled two festival 
appearances in the United States. Cancelations are not unusual in the live music 
industry, which can occur for a range of reasons, such as artists being physically 
unwell, security concerns, or unforeseen scheduling or logistical problems, for 
example. In this case, the reason given for cancelation was the artist’s concerns 
with her own mental health, and a need to take a break to focus on her own 
wellbeing. What might have appeared to dispassionate observers as a relatively 
innocuous act of cancelling a mere two shows for health reasons in fact served 
to generate a significant and emotive online response from those fans that had 
already booked tickets and, in many cases, also paid upfront for travel and ac-
commodation, to see the artist perform live. While some responses were sup-
portive, the majority were negative – and some openly hostile – which served to 
reignite recent debates regarding the relationship between fans and artists and 
exactly what it is that artists “owe” their fans in return for their support.

The situation in which Chappell Roan found herself, is, we would argue, an 
insight into some of the changes wrought to the economics of the contempo-
rary music industries by processes of platformization; that is, the penetration 
of economic processes and cultural practices associated with digital platforms 
which have become increasingly powerful and ubiquitous in the contemporary 
music industries. For example, live music is now an activity of critical financial 
value both to the music industries and to musicians themselves. The revalori-
zation of live performances, through the now significant revenues it generates 
through ticket sales, began with the MP3 file sharing crisis beginning in the late 
1990s, which saw a huge reduction in the income received from recorded music. 
As a result, live music necessarily became an important alternative source of 
income for musicians, record labels, and music publishers, as well as a range of 
other intermediaries. Music streaming platforms (MSPs) such as Spotify would 
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eventually stabilize the market for recorded music, returning music corporations 
to profitability, but the value generating qualities of recorded music would never 
fully return, especially for artists. This fact, together with the way in which the 
MSPs made recorded music ubiquitous and accessible as never before, meant 
that live music gained and retained importance in terms of revenue generation. 
Even those artists responsible for large volumes of streams on MSPs, and that 
capture the majority of the revenue pools generated by the MSPs, earn a large 
proportion of their income from live performance. Whereas prior to the crisis 
live music was seen largely as a mechanism for exposing audiences to music to 
drive record sales, in the early twenty-first century there was an inversion of this 
model which now means that for many artists new recordings are less a way of 
generating income and more a source of new musical material and media inter-
est which could then be exploited through the sale of concert tickets and related 
merchandise. As the music industries sought to extract the maximum value of 
live music, ticket prices increased dramatically: by as much as 82 per cent in the 
period between 1996 and 2003 alone (Krueger 2005). The result is that, to see 
artists perform live, fans are often required to make significant financial invest-
ments. The two performances that Chappel Roan cancelled were part of The All 
Things Go music festival, which played concurrently at the end of September 
2024 in New York and in Columbia, Maryland (near to Washington, DC), with 
tickets ranging from $119 to $199 per person. While it was some consolation for 
those fans that had bought tickets that there were at least other artists playing, it 
also meant that, unlike cancelled performances within conventional tour sched-
ules, there was no opportunity to seek a refund as most festivals operate an “all 
sales are final” policy.

This episode also throws light on a further transformation being driven by 
social media platforms, which have brought about a change in the ways artists 
and their fans relate to one another. Whether artists are signed to a record label 
or operate independent of one, there now exists significant pressure for artists 
to self-promote and develop online fan bases through social media platforms. 
Indeed, the need to foster and sustain ongoing interactions on social media has 
increasingly become to be seen as part of the “job” of a musician. Both musicians 
and record labels have come to value fans and social capital over record sales per 
se, given that it helps artists to better promote themselves, licence their music 
and sell merchandise and, in relation to the earlier discussion, bring crowds to 
concerts. Musicians today must have skills beyond mere musical aptitude and 
creativity; knowing how to use social media platforms – along with a range of 
other platforms for activities such as crowdfunding and live streaming – to pro-
mote their music and communicate with audiences is, for many, now seen as a 
core competence and so vital to career development. Musicians must employ 
“relational” forms of labour, which often brings them into direct and very close 
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contact with their fans. Although fans have long sought out feelings of personal 
connections and exclusivity with artists, due to the affordances of social media 
platforms, which frame new possibilities for interaction between users, fans 
often expect forms of openness from, and intimacy with, artists as never before. 
For the artists, such relational labour has a significant emotional component and 
often requires them to “give” a lot of themselves. While such connections can 
be positive and affirmatory, they can also be negative and debilitating. Indeed, 
Chappell Roan herself, in cancelling the shows, linked her concerns about her 
mental health to “toxic” social media experiences and “creepy” fans.

Artists would seem to be currently caught in a “perfect storm” between the 
value that can be extracted from live music in the age of streaming – reflected 
in the ticket prices paid by fans – and the expectations to develop personal and 
meaningful connections with fans. But the personal connections which Chappell 
Roan’s fans are encouraged to feel that they are developing with the artist en-
courage them to make (often considerable) financial and emotional investments 
in the artist – such as buying expensive tickets for shows – which in turn places 
particular expectations in return upon the artist, and especially to “be available” 
for fans. It is this complex relationship of affect and economy that is reflected 
in the negative reactions of many fans following news of the cancellation, and 
which also fuelled the significant media coverage that followed (see, e.g., Dailey 
2024; Lee 2024; Mier 2024). Yet, it is also in this context that one can understand 
the exhaustion and mental health issues that can push artists to consider can-
celling performances.

While the above case is usefully illustrative of some of the outcomes of the 
penetration by platforms into the economics and cultural practices of the con-
temporary music industries – and which we explore in the remainder of this 
book – it is also more broadly illustrative of the ways in which platforms are 
transforming economic sectors and spheres of life. The neologism of platform 
capitalism (Srnicek 2016) is one which seeks to capture the rise of a distinctive 
and powerful mode of capitalist intermediation made possible by a host of so-
cio-technical achievements, or what Langley and Leyshon (2017: 13) describe 
as “a discrete and dynamic arrangement defined by a particular combination 
of socio-technical and capitalist business practices”. Furthermore, it is a term 
which also seeks to capture a dynamic set of new work modalities; adjustments 
in consumption modes, preferences, and behaviours; and changes in how 
work is conceived (Liang et al. 2022). Platforms represent a distinct mode of 
socio-technical intermediary and business arrangement. At the most general 
level, platforms can be understood as digital infrastructures that enable two or 
more groups to interact; that is, platforms position themselves as intermediar-
ies that bring together different users, whether these be producers, suppliers, 
service providers, customers or advertisers (Srnicek 2016). Or, in other words, 
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“the underlying intermediary logic of the platform is that it solves coordination 
problems in market exchange by extending the distance-shrinking networking 
capacities of the internet”, and in so doing creates “new opportunities to solve 
the problem of two-sided or multi-sided markets, where economic agents need 
to find each other to transact” (Langley & Leyshon 2017: 15). In this respect, 
platforms represent a new organizational form which is based on a relationship 
between the platform, the ecosystem of firms dependent upon it, and the users 
who interact and transact through it (Kenney & Zysman 2020). Platforms pro-
vide an open, participative infrastructure for interactions and set governance 
conditions for them, with the overall aim to create matches between users and 
facilitate exchange (of goods, services, or even social currency, for example) in 
such a way as to enable value creation for all participants (Parker et al. 2016).

Platform (re)intermediation represents a distinctive form of (re)intermedia-
tion due to the ways in which platforms both make the connections to constitute 
multi-side markets, and to coordinate subsequent network effects (van Dijck 
2013). Here, network effects refer to the impact that the number of users of a 
platform has on the value created for each user. Individuals are not only users 
of platforms, but also serve as “inputs”, with their participation creating value 
for other users (Andersson Schwarz 2017; McIntyre & Srinivasan 2017). This 
results in what Cusumano et al. (2019: 13) refer to as “nonlinear increases in 
utility and value”, whereby platforms grow with the power and size of the net-
work. Platform businesses are often built on a premise that once they reach a 
critical mass of users, the existing users on a platform generate self-sustaining 
growth (Parker et al. 2016). This dynamic is underpinned by two major effects, 
namely network effects and virality, whereby “viral” effects create the possibility 
to ignite rapid exponential growth (Pussinen et al. 2023). All of this is achieved 
through a platform business model which enrols users through a participatory 
economic culture, through recruiting “users”, and mobilizes code and data ana-
lytics to build essential digital infrastructures that is often overlooked and sinks 
into the business background (Langley & Leyshon 2017). Platforms are simulta-
neously both mediators and facilitators of economic activity. Furthermore, the 
intermediary role of platforms in the digital era has positioned platforms as data 
hubs and data aggregators. They represent an emergent business model which 
is capable of extracting and controlling immense volumes of data which is then 
utilized to gain competitive advantage, such as in the optimization of algorithms 
(Srnicek 2016), to further increase positive network effects.

Taken together, platforms can be understood as governing systems that are 
capable of control, interaction and accumulation. In this respect, they embody 
several familiar capitalist developments including consolidation, economies of 
scale, rent-seeking, uneven distribution of power, and the shift towards more pre-
carious and exploitative immaterial labour (Andersson Schwarz 2017; Nieborg 
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& Poel 2018). Economies of scale are intimately linked to network effects: the 
development of demand economies of scale (Shapiro & Varian 1999) driven by, 
for example, efficiencies in social networks, demand aggregation and app devel-
opment, drive indirect positive network effects that make for bigger networks 
which are more valuable to their users (Parker et al. 2016). This pushes mul-
ti-sided markets towards concentration in a “winner-takes-all” effect, as larger 
platforms are capable of rapidly scaling the value that is derived from network 
effects. Indeed, as in previous rounds of capital accumulation, we are currently 
witnessing the development of new forms of oligopoly, this time in the form of a 
small number of multi-billion-dollar platform corporations, most of which have 
been incorporated relatively recently (Nieborg et al. 2022). Consequently, many 
studies on platformization processes have emphasized the predilection of digital 
platforms to accumulate power, to accelerate capital concentration and centrali-
zation, while at the same time emphasizing the human, cultural practices related 
to work, democracy, and creativity which platforms facilitate (Kiberg 2023).

Processes of platformization and platform (re)intermediation have been 
prevalent across the entirety of the economy and have had a marked impact 
upon the media and creative industries (Nieborg & Poell 2018; Duffy et al. 2019; 
Poell 2020; Magaudda & Solaroli 2021; Nielsen & Ganter 2022). Nevertheless, 
we would suggest that the music industries represent frontier industries for pro-
cesses of platformization. Between the late 1990s and early 2000s, they became 
the first major media industries to be fundamentally disrupted by digital plat-
form innovations. MP3 file sharing, mediated through what were prototypical 
platforms – such as, most notoriously, Napster – fundamentally challenged the 
recorded music industry’s ability to reproduce itself as the volume of revenues 
earned from the sale of recorded music, hitherto the sector’s main source of 
income, declined precipitously (Leyshon 2014). This “first wave” of platform 
reintermediation took the form of peer-to-peer (P2P) networks that (illegally) 
inserted themselves between record companies and audiences in the market 
for recorded music. Although P2P networks were not digital platforms in the 
way that they subsequently evolved during the early twenty-first century, they 
contained many platform-like features, not least the way in which they reinter-
mediated the way music was consumed, as they successfully managed to occupy 
a position between music and listeners that short-circuited established means of 
distribution. Such processes of platform reintermediation, which by propagat-
ing the open digital format of MP3, initially acted to destroy traditional music 
industries business models founded on the exploitation of music rights in mate-
rial music formats such as compact disk, have subsequently been reconstituted 
to rebuild it. In a “second wave” of platform reintermediation, MSPs helped 
to undermine the open playback format, with users only able to access music 
through the platform, which allowed the music industry to reinforce copyright 
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protection once more. In this way, streaming first stemmed, then reversed, the 
decline in revenues from recorded music. Revenue recovery across the music 
industries has been largely dependent on the income generated by streaming 
services, which have become the dominant mode of music distribution. By 2019, 
total global revenues had returned to levels last seen in the mid-2000s, driven 
overwhelmingly by the income generated by streaming platforms, which in less 
than ten years emerged to become the dominant mode of music distribution. By 
the end of 2023 total music streaming revenues (including both paid subscrip-
tion and advertising-supported) reached $19.3 billion and accounted for more 
than two-thirds (67.3 per cent) of the total global market (IFPI 2023). The most 
recent figures released by the IFPI (2025) demonstrate the global significance of 
the music industries, and of platforms, to its current success. At the end of 2024, 
global music industry revenues rose to $29.6 billion, up by 4.8 per cent, with 
streaming revenues exceeding $20 billion for the first time ($20.4 billion), 69 per 
cent of total recorded revenues. Paid subscription streaming revenues increased 
by 9.5 per cent, evidencing the continued stabilization of the industry around 
the streaming format.

During the early 2000s, the detrimental impacts of early platformization on 
the music industries resulted in predictions from a range of sources, including 
major news outlets, industry insiders, academics, and even high-profile musi-
cians that what was being witnessed was “the death rattle of a once-powerful 
industry” (Fairchild 2015: 469). Yet, observing the music industries in the con-
temporary period, now stabilized around MSPs as the primary mechanism for 
music consumption, some of the fundamental underlying dynamics of the music 
industries remain unchanged. Perhaps most significantly, the music industries 
remain highly oligopolistic, dominated by a small group of multinational corpo-
rations. By 2010, a mere four major multinationals dominated the contemporary 
global music industry as a result of various mergers and acquisitions: Universal 
Music Group, Sony BMG Music Entertainment (a product of a joint venture 
between Sony Music Entertainment and BMG in March 2004, and a subsequent 
merger in October 2008), EMI Music, and the Warner Music group. A year later, 
in 2011, when the Universal Group purchased EMI’s recorded music division for 
a figure thought to be in excess of $2 billion, this number was reduced to just 
three.

For reasons that we outline later, MSPs have quelled anxieties about the long- 
term survival of the market for recorded music (and also ensured the survival of 
the major music corporations). But MSPs have also brought to the surface new 
concerns about the equity implications of this development. A significant body 
of research has quickly emerged which has focused on MSPs and revealed signif-
icant tensions around the uneven distribution of streaming platform revenues, 
and of the commodification of artists’ labour (Hesmondhalgh 2021; Marshall 
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2015; Meyn et al. 2023; Qu et al. 2023; Simon 2019; Towse 2020). However, 
while debates about the moral economy of streaming dominate both media 
and academic accounts of the music industries, we would argue that a focus on 
MSPs and the remuneration of artists alone obscures much of the associated 
complexity produced by concurrent platform innovations. The impacts of plat-
formization go beyond the recorded music industry into other areas of the music 
industries and include, for example, social media and user-generated content 
platforms and crowdfunding and investment platforms, which have facilitated 
the emergence of new groups of music producers, consumers, and influencers.

With this broader framing of platformization in mind, in this book we adopt 
a perspective for critically understanding the music industries as a platform po-
litical economy (Guyer 2016; Langley & Leyshon 2021), that is to say that we 
adopt an approach which views the economy as being increasingly and perva-
sively constituted through the logics and logistics of platforms. Previous work 
on the music industries has engaged with platforms to various degrees, and in 
particular the role of MSPs and social media platforms and their economic log-
ics and affordances (that is to say, the possibilities for action that they provide). 
However, this book attempts to provide the first holistic evaluation of the con-
temporary music industries where the notion of the “platform”, and of “platform 
capitalism” more broadly (Srnicek 2016), provides the conceptual entry point. 
Our aim is to provide a systematic evaluation of how processes of platformi-
zation – that is to say, the “penetration of infrastructures, economic processes 
and governmental frameworks of digital platforms” (Poell et al. 2019: 1) – are 
impacting upon and shaping the contemporary music industries. We shall place 
the process of platform reintermediation of the musical economy into historical 
context and examine the economic and cultural implications of the rise of what 
we term “the platform music industries”. We shall illustrate how the interplay of 
technology, capital and intellectual property seeks to both shape and respond to 
market changes, and the consequences of this for a variety of actors.

Our use of the term the platform music industries has much in common with 
the widely employed term “the digital music industries”. This is a term which 
recognizes not only the evolution of the streaming age, but also alongside this 
the “transformation of the entire media ecosystem, which has seen the rising 
prominence of social media, and internet technologies facilitating a new digitally 
connected world” (Murphy & Hume 2022: 217). This idea of a complete digitally 
centred transformation of the media ecosystem, which has de-emphasized the 
corporate recorded music industry in favour of attention on a wider range of ac-
tors, has underpinned and informed much recent work on the music industries 
from multiple perspectives and disciplines. Negus, for example, points to “the 
introduction and rapid adoption of Internet circulation and digital technology 
as a means of creating and curating, sharing and selling, bundling and licensing 
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access to recorded music” (2019: 368) as being the most significant catalyst of 
change in the contemporary music industries. A growing body of work in this 
area has produced vital new insights into the contemporary music industries, 
and we draw on and critically evaluate much of this literature through the course 
of this book. However, our central focus on platforms and processes of plat-
formization serves to foreground the commercial and institutional configura-
tions of the platform music industries and allows us to identify and elaborate 
upon the distinct processes of reintermediation and consolidation that are shap-
ing the contemporary music industries. Our account will foreground the role 
of particular platform technologies, actors and business strategies in shaping 
particular sets of power dynamics across the music industries, and exactly how 
these dynamics position different actors and different parts of the music indus-
tries in relation to each other. In doing so, we demonstrate how the processes 
of platformization and political economy at work in the contemporary music 
industries serve to problematize claims regarding the disruptive, disintermedi-
ating and democratizing potential of platforms more generally.

In this book we intentionally use the plural term “music industries” over “the 
music industry” as a singular term. Here we follow Williamson and Cloonan 
(2007: 305) who argue that “the notion of a single music industry is an inap-
propriate model for understanding and analysing the economics and politics 
surrounding music”. They point in particular to two issues with the singular term 
“the music industry”. First, it suggests a homogenous industry, whereas the real-
ity is one of diversity and of “disparate industries with some common interests” 
(2007: 305). These include, for example, the recorded music industry, the music 
publishing industry, and the live music industry. Second, and relatedly, this sin-
gular term is often used synonymously with the recorded music industry, in 
such a way as to over-privilege the multinational operations of the major labels 
and eliminate other smaller firms and individuals from debates. As such, we find 
this pluralized framing to be crucial to our efforts to examine the social and eco-
nomic changes that platformization has wrought on the various music indus-
tries, allowing us to draw out the complex dynamics, conflicts and inequalities 
that arise from these changes as they impact upon a range of key actors across 
the various music industries. This includes not only the major corporations and 
MSPs, but also independent artists and labels, a wide range of intermediaries, 
and more recently MusicTech start-ups.

Methodology

Our aim in this book is to develop an account of the platform music indus-
tries that is not only theoretically instructive, but also empirically informed. 
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In this regard, in this text we draw on a number of sets of primary qualitative 
and quantitative data to inform our account. First, in Chapter 4 we draw on 
qualitative interviews with MusicTech start-ups and range of related actors 
and organizations. Between February 2018 and September 2019, 26 qualitative 
semi-structured interviews were undertaken with individuals working within 
MusicTech start-ups, major record labels, independent record labels and pub-
lishers, incubators and other organizations engaging with start-ups. The start-
ups were focused on different aspects of the music industries, including music 
rights, music creation technologies and live music experiences, as well as artist 
and repertoire (A&R), music management, music video, music recognition and 
music investment. The start-ups and other participating organizations were 
located primarily in London, with a smaller sample taken from Stockholm. 
London and Stockholm are recognized as primary European agglomerations for 
music industry activity with a history of collaboration between music and ICT 
increasingly as hubs of MusicTech innovation. Interviews lasted typically lasted 
between 30 and 90 minutes.

Second, in Chapter 5, we analyse primary quantitative data on artist royalty 
earnings and social media platforms in the form of a unique dataset of the royalty 
earnings and the social media accounts of 255 artists signed to a large UK-based 
independent music publisher. Growth curve modelling1 is employed to analyse 
the relationship between royalties earned over three calendar years (2016, 2017 
and 2018) and social media statistics, drawn from Facebook, Twitter and Spotify 
follower counts. The data used in this analysis was collected by the publishing 
firm for internal research purposes and shared with the research team as part 
of a Knowledge Transfer Partnership project, with permission given to publish 
the findings. The value of royalties earned by artists is derived from statements 
of royalties paid to the publisher by PRS for Music2 for usages of the musical 

1	 Growth curve models represent a set of statistical methods that allow for the estimation 
of inter-individual variability in intra-individual patterns of change over time. Put another 
way, they allow for the estimation of between-person differences in within-person change 
(Curran et al. 2010), in our case individual trajectories of artists based on the above set 
of observed repeated measures. These individual trajectories then become our unit of 
analysis, allowing us to identify variance in the trajectories in earning between artists in 
relation to changes in numbers of social media followers. We employ a random intercept 
model to allow us to control for the different starting points of the artists and examine only 
that variance which occurs during our selected period.

2	 PRS for Music is a UK music right organization which is home to the Performing Right 
Society (PRS). PRS for Music collects and distributes royalties to its members and users 
where their works are broadcast on television and radio, performed or played in public 
(whether live or through a recording), or streamed and downloaded. They also provide 
rights management and administrative services to the Mechanical-Copyright Protection 
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works it controls. Social media indicators were collected via publicly available 
Application Programming Interface (API) endpoints.3 The resulting dataset pro-
vided a unique opportunity to investigate the relationship between social media 
and streaming followers and publishing royalty income over time.4 It allows us to 
provide the first and only robust quantitative analysis of the correlation between 
growth in social media followers and income from publishing royalties.

Finally, across Chapters 6 and 7 we draw on two distinct sets of qualita-
tive primary research. The first set of data was produced from 29 qualitative 
semi-structured interviews with musicians who performed regularly on the 
Twitch live streaming platform during the Covid-19 pandemic, with interviews 
undertaken over a 12-month period between May 2021 and May 2022. Data col-
lection took place in two stages. A sample of 55 music musicians were selected 
(based on evidence that they conducted regular activity on the platform) for an 
online ethnography, with activity on Twitch channels being sampled for period 
of nine months. Following this, in-depth qualitative interviews were undertaken 
with a smaller sample of musicians using the Twitch platform, initially based on 
the 55 musicians in the ethnographical sample, and recruiting additional partic-
ipants as required. In total, 29 interviews were undertaken, each lasting between 
45 and 60 minutes. Our sample included 16 male and 13 female active streaming 
musicians. The sample was international in nature; 12 of the 29 streamers were 
based in the UK, nine were based in North America (USA and Canada), five 
in mainland Europe (Norway, Germany, Sweden, Austria, Spain), two in South 
America (Argentina, Bolivia) and one in Australia. Interviews were transcribed, 
analysed, and coded using qualitative software package NVivo. To protect the 
anonymity of participants, pseudonyms are used in the attribution of interview 
material.

The second set of data came from an additional set of 29 qualitative semi- 
structured interviews with participants working within the musical economy 
across North West England, undertaken over a five-month period between May 
and October 2022. Interviewees included record label managers, live music 

Society (MCPS) who pay royalties to their members when their music is copied as physical 
products, streamed or downloaded, and used in television, film or radio. 

3	 API endpoints are URLs that act as access points to an API and its resources. They work 
as access points to the various resources provided by the API. 

4	 The data takes the form of a what has variously been referred to in the literature as cohort, 
longitudinal or perhaps most usefully, repeated measures data (Moskowitz & Hershberger 
2002). As the sample is constant over three years, it is possible to utilize statistical models 
for repeated measures data. In our analysis we employ a two-level longitudinal framework 
where the repeated measures, (level one) are nested within the artists (level two) in a 
hierarchical structure. 
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promoters, music publishers, artist managers, and music advocacy organiza-
tions. Interviews were focused on how the Covid-19 pandemic encouraged or 
forced music businesses to innovate with new digital ways of showcasing, pro-
moting and distributing music, as well as on the support required by such com-
panies to enable them to realize emerging digital opportunities and overcome 
some of the more significant barriers to doing so. Interviews lasted between 30 
and 90 minutes. For all of the interviews on which our discussion draws, tran-
scripts were analysed using systematic coding and recoding based around key 
themes and common categories emerging from the data, in relation to the over-
all conceptual framework of the research project being undertaken. Research 
ethics approval was obtained from the Loughborough University Ethics Review 
Sub-Committee and best practice was followed at all stages. Quotes are selected 
for inclusion in our discussion to reveal the key points of concern expressed by 
the interviewees and are not intended to be representative of all views.

As is reflected above, the empirics on which this text draws come from pri-
mary research with, and on, participants in the UK and Europe. As such, while 
we seek in this text to investigate and critically analyse how the contemporary 
music industries have been shaped by platformization in as broad a sense as 
possible, it is important to recognize that our analysis and discussion are un-
derpinned by a particular (Western) geographical specificity and, invariably, its 
associated theoretical frameworks. Therefore, while much of the analysis out-
line in this book will have wider relevance beyond the UK, Europe and North 
America, we would point readers to the work of those music industries scholars 
from outside of, or otherwise researching outside of, Western contexts, where 
both the background cultural, economic and political contexts (for example, 
government policy, censorship, copyright and the prevalence of piracy) – and 
therefore the impacts of digitalization and platformization – may be notably 
different. Giving the growing economic and cultural importance of China, we 
would point readers in particular to the sizeable body of literature that has de-
veloped on the digital music industries in that country. This includes studies of 
government policy, investment and censorship (Morrow & Li 2016); copyright 
regimes (Herlihy & Zhang 2016; Chen 2021); disruption to value chains (Tang 
& Lyons 2016); digital platforms and self-releasing musicians (Qu et al. 2021); 
the impacts of Covid-19 (Gu et al. 2020); platform-mediated live music perfor-
mance (Zhang & Xiao 2023); popular music idol industries and fandom (Zhang 
& Negus 2020); and record label music planning and artist acquisition (Zhang 
& Negus 2024).
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Structure of this book

The remainder of the book is organized as follows. In Chapter 2, we discuss the 
ways in which platforms have demonstrated a capacity to reconfigure recorded 
music industry business models, fracturing taken for granted ways of doing busi-
ness and creating new sets of winners and losers. In particular, we consider the 
high-profile moral economy debates that continue to take place regarding music 
streaming and fair remuneration for artists and set these within the context of 
the ongoing platformization of the recorded music industry. MSPs, we contend, 
are digital platforms that have their own dynamics of economic transformation, 
which encourage capital concentration and centralization and at the same time 
reflect existing structural inequalities and amplify them in new ways, creating 
a “winner-takes-all” sensibility. We argue that many of the moral economy ar-
guments developed by the recorded music industry in the face of the growing 
dominance of platforms are flawed, not least because they fail to sufficiently rec-
ognize the agency of music corporations in the platform economy and disregard 
the nature of the platform business model.

In Chapter 3, we build on this discussion by considering the broader frame-
work of music rights in which the platform music industries operate, especially 
in relation to the relationship that exists between major corporations and the 
MSPs. We outline a number of consequential changes in the power dynamics of 
this sector: how controlling the large catalogues of recorded music defines the 
major corporations as the key rentiers of the music industries; how key actors 
have become bound together in a system of rent extraction; and how this sys-
tem results in the protection of the oligopoly of the major music corporations. 
Furthermore, we argue that the success of MSPs has been crucial in demon-
strating the potential of copyright as an asset, resulting in the growing interest 
of financial markets in investing in music rights. Considering the rise of music 
investment firms, we point towards a future in which the platform music in-
dustries and financial services become more intertwined, whilst changing the 
established dynamics of music rights ownership. Finally, we consider the emer-
gence of machine learning generative AI music systems, and related concerns 
with regards to copyright and authorship, distributive justice, and the adequacy 
of existing copyright regimes.

In Chapter 4, we focus on the business dynamics behind the evolving role 
of technology in the “third wave” of platformization in the music industries 
through the examination of an emergent MusicTech sector. We focus on the 
unique and significant issues faced by start-ups in the MusicTech sector with 
regards to capitalization, and the ability of start-ups to develop plausible nar-
ratives of how investment into a MusicTech business model will leverage re-
turns in an industry characterized by capital centralization, concentration and 
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oligopsony. Drawing on primary data from qualitative interviews, we find there 
to be significant issues of investor reluctance related to the uncertainty of re-
turns in music-related innovations and the legacy effects of preceding waves of 
platform reintermediation. Furthermore, we also outline the tensions that exist 
between the major corporations and MusicTech start-ups with specific regard 
to intellectual property rights, and in particular the exorbitant rents required 
to make use of the significant catalogues of music rights owned by the majors. 
The hardline defence of copyrighted assets by the majors is, we argue, one of 
the single biggest barriers to launching and subsequently growing a financially 
viable MusicTech start-up.

Chapter 5 considers social media and broader developments around plat-
forms that seek to mobilize fan enthusiasm for economic ends. We discuss how 
disintermediation and subsequent reintermediation processes have seen pro-
motion and marketing activities increasingly falling on artists, and how social 
media platforms present an enabling mechanism for promotional activities and 
audience building. Yet, we also argue that self-promotion through such plat-
forms places particular requirements and demands on artists and musicians 
to adopt entrepreneurial approaches to promotion and perform online rela-
tional and emotional labour. Through a novel quantitative analysis, we examine 
whether the labour given to social media promotion provides financial benefits 
to musicians in terms of fans subsequently streaming music and attending live 
performances. We also critically consider how fan enthusiasm is increasingly 
being directly mobilized for financial gain, via crowd funding platforms, with 
the promise of filling a venture gap in the industry where money to fund the 
emergence of new music is increasingly the responsibility of musicians. Finally, 
we consider developments around Web 3.0, the blockchain and the Musical 
Metaverse that are affording new innovations in the mobilization of fan enthusi-
asm. We critically consider the role of platforms in the emergence of a decentral-
ized creator economy, and the potential and possibilities of more radical digital 
autonomous organizations.

Chapter 6 explores the importance of live performance to the music indus-
tries, with a focus on the impact of live streaming and its emergence as a mech-
anism for performance and income generation during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
We seek to underscore the transformative potential of live streaming in shaping 
the future of music performance and distribution, highlighting opportunities 
for innovation, audience engagement and revenue generation. ​We reflect the 
complexities of monetizing music through live streaming. Drawing on original 
research with musicians using the Twitch live streaming platform, we reveal the 
diverse experiences of musicians, and the challenges music streamers face in 
balancing relational and transactional labour. Live streaming, we demonstrate, 
represents a form of live performance in which platform mechanisms privilege 
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presenteeism and the development of intimate connections with audiences. 
Combined with the precarity that stems from highly variable and uncertain in-
comes that such performances generate, we argue that online labour is both 
intensive and demanding, requiring constant presence and engagement.

Building on the discussion in the above two chapters, in Chapter 7 we con-
sider the emergence of data literacy as a key competence within the contempo-
rary music industries, set within a critical framework exploring the relationship 
between platforms and democratization, access and participation. Specifically, 
we contend that data literacy, and more broadly the ability of individuals or 
companies to determine how to capitalize upon processes of digitalization, 
is dependent upon the wider distribution of various human and financial re-
sources. We consider digital literacy in the context of data and metrics, illustrat-
ing the growing importance of data to creative and strategic decision making, 
and how data creates new divides between the data literate and those who lack 
the knowledge, skills and financial resources to effectively utilize platforms and 
leverage the metrics that they provide. We also consider the implications of the 
algorithmic recommendation and curation systems operated by MSPs, how the 
curatorial power of MSPs might be exercised with bias, and how attempts can 
be made to “game” song recommender systems through the creative process. 
Finally, drawing on primary qualitative data, we examine how platformization 
is resulting in new ways of working, new opportunities, and new challenges, for 
small independent record labels and a range of intermediaries.

Finally, in Chapter 8, we conclude the book by emphasizing the new and 
distinctive form of platformization developing in the contemporary music in-
dustries. This reaches beyond shifts in the technologies of distribution and 
consumption to a wider condition in which platformization has permeated the 
entire musical economy. The most notable characteristic of this, we argue, is the 
unfolding of new types of relations between the various incumbent corpora-
tions. MSPs not only have their own dynamics of economic transformation that 
encourage capital concentration and centralization, but they have also served 
to reinforce the power structures of the traditional musical economy, through a 
copyright-enabled system of rent extraction, encouraging the formation of a very 
powerful oligopoly in the market for musical intellectual property. Subsequently, 
we argue that this distinctive form of platformization has important implications 
in relation to debates around democratization, with contemporary musicians 
and other music industries professionals working within a business ecology in 
which large digital platforms own, develop, steer and – critically – monetize 
many of the most influential music industries distribution channels. Finally, we 
point towards some of the emerging technological developments that have the 
potential to further shape the economic, social and cultural dynamics of the 
platform music industries in coming years.
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2
PLATFORMIZATION AND THE RECORDED  
MUSIC INDUSTRY

Introduction

The major corporations within the music industries have, almost since their in-
ception, been focused on technological innovation while also building around 
themselves sophisticated global networks of marketing, promotion and distribu-
tion. As a consequence, the relationship between the music industry and tech-
nological developments is long-standing and persistent. From early innovations 
in sound reproduction, through the reproductive mediums of vinyl, audiotape 
and compact disc (CD), technological developments in the music industry have 
in turn provided higher quality audio playback, as well as bringing about eco-
nomic benefits across the musical economy, especially to record companies and 
music publishing companies (for example, the reissuing of back-catalogues in 
new formats) and to electronic companies producing new reproductive equip-
ment. Following the introduction of the CD, for example, the music industry 
enjoyed about 15 years of steady growth in recorded music sales (Leyshon et al. 
2005; Forde 2024). Indeed, a mostly symbiotic relationship existed between elec-
tronic companies who produced reproductive equipment and created consumer 
demand for new, higher quality audio playback, and the record companies pro-
ducing music for new media. In some cases this happened under the same cor-
porate umbrella: Sony, for example, is a major producer of both technology and 
entertainment.

Given the economic benefits of previous technological developments, the de-
velopment of the internet as a vehicle for world digital distribution was largely 
seen as a positive one (Leyshon 2001). It is now widely known that rather than 
an opportunity for economic gain, this development would present one of the 
most significant challenges ever faced by the music industry in terms of its 
profitability. Indeed, it would fundamentally challenge the viability of the music 
industry in the form in which it had existed for many years (see Graham et al. 
2004). The causes of the decline and fall of the recorded music industry from 
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the late 1990s onward are now well known (e.g., Arditi 2015; Leyshon 2014; 
Morris 2015), with the music industry becoming the first major media industry 
to be fundamentally disrupted by digital platform innovations. The previously 
productive engagement with technological innovation broke down as MP3 file 
sharing mediated through what, as argued earlier, can be seen to be prototypical 
digital platforms, in that they reintermediated the consumption of music, man-
ifested as peer-to-peer (P2P) networks (David 2010). These prototypical plat-
forms fundamentally challenged the music industry’s ability to reproduce itself 
by dramatically reducing revenues from the sale of recorded music, hitherto 
the sector’s main source of income (Garafolo 1999; McCourt & Burkart 2003; 
Graham et al. 2004; Leyshon 2014). The threat posed by an open digital file for-
mat was partially abated in the early 2000s by the rise of new pay-to-download 
services such as iTunes (Arditi 2015), before further disruptive innovations in 
music streaming technologies presented a novel set of technological opportu-
nities and challenges for the industry (Barr 2013). Streaming would first stem, 
then eventually reverse, the decline in revenues from recorded music. But it was 
not until 2016, following nearly 20 years of decline, that revenues across the 
music industry finally began to increase again after the crisis of piracy.

In this chapter, we discuss the ways in which platforms have demonstrated 
a capacity to reconfigure recorded music industry business models, set in the 
context of the high-profile debates that continue to take place regarding the eq-
uity implications of music streaming and judgements about “fair” remuneration 
for artists. Music streaming platforms (MSPs) are, we contend, digital platforms 
that have their own dynamics of economic transformation. These dynamics en-
courage capital concentration and centralization while at the same time reflect-
ing existing structural inequalities which are amplified in new ways. Given this, 
we argue that many of the arguments developed by the recorded music industry 
in the face of the growing dominance of platforms are flawed because they resort 
to moral economy interpretations of just returns and fail to recognize the agency 
of music corporations in the formation of a platform economy, while disregard-
ing the nature of the platform business model which has tipped the balance of 
power ever more firmly towards them and away from artists.

A recent history of platformization in the recorded music industry

The music industries have pioneered processes of digital transformation and 
platform reintermediation. These processes first destroyed and then rebuilt a 
music industry business model based on the exploitation of music rights. In 
the following sections, we trace the recent history of platformization in the 
recorded music industry, categorized as three “waves”: first, the emergence of 
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peer-to-peer (P2P) platforms in the 1990s; second, the rise of MSPs in the 2000s; 
and finally, the emergence of a MusicTech innovation ecosystem in the 2010s 
and onwards.

First wave: MP3 and peer-to-peer platforms

Through the mid- to late-1990s early positivity regarding the possibility of digital 
music distribution gave way to a growing realization that a world of cabled con-
nectivity was a serious threat to future profitability and the long-term survival 
of established record companies (Leyshon 2001). The reason for this was a rela-
tively unremarkable technological development: the emergence of the MP3 soft-
ware format in response to a call in 1988 by the Moving Pictures Expert Group 
for an international coding standard to facilitate the development of interactive 
video and audio on compact disks (Musmann 2006). Emanating from research 
undertaken on audio compression at the Fraunhofer Institute for Digital Media 
Technology based at Technische Universität Ilmenaum in the 1980s, the soft-
ware that enabled MP3 was patented by Fraunhofer in 1989 (Forde 2024). But 
it was not until the mid-1990s, when the compression software had been devel-
oped sufficiently, that the psychoacoustic masking techniques deployed were 
capable of enabling the much smaller MP3 files to pass as more or less accurate 
copies of their original digital audio recordings (Forde 2024).

For some the creation of MP3 was a seemingly innocuous development: 
merely the creation of a compressed, standard file format for music, which was 
playable on most home PCs and a range of mobile music devices, which ex-
tended the number of playback devices for music. However, the development of 
a PC application that was freely given away by Fraunhofer to promote the MP3 
format, which could quickly extract data from a CD track and convert them into 
MP3 files (Witt 2015), made possible the sharing of music online between listen-
ers from computer to computer first through physical storage media and then 
the internet. The size of these files had important consequences for their mo-
bility, as they were small enough to be transferred from computer to computer 
via the “narrow-band” dial-up modem connections typical in homes in the late 
1990s and early 2000s. The copying of music encoded on CDs into MP3 format, 
and the subsequent sharing of this music on the internet, would undermine sales 
of recorded music, impacting directly on the economic viability of the music 
industries, and tipping the recorded music economy into a full-blown “crisis of 
reproduction” (Leyshon 2014).

Issues around the breach of intellectual property rights and illegal copying 
would abruptly come to the fore with the rise of P2P file-sharing networks, which 
exposed the extent to which the music industry relied on the exploitation of 
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copyright for generating profits, while at the same time throwing into question 
music’s always uneasy status as a commodity (Hesmondhalgh & Meier 2018). 
Such P2P networks were the earliest examples of platformization in music, dis-
tributing (albeit illegally) recorded music online by making digital music files 
freely available to users that downloaded their user interface. In this way, they 
acted as a form of two-sided intermediary; on one side of the market were those 
uploading pirated music files and, on the other, those downloading these files. 
Most of these platforms failed to make any revenue, nor did the users on either 
side of the market make money from their activities, but in some cases P2P 
networks connected users to a third party, namely advertisers, to create a rev-
enue stream. These early platforms destabilized the regime of governance that 
supported copyright capitalism by creating, and giving mass access to, a series 
of what were effectively “gift economies” (Leyshon 2003) in which the products 
of the music industry were given away for free, crowding out sales. The two 
best known peer-to-peer networks were Napster and Kazaa. Napster operated 
between June 1999 and July 2001 and which at its peak allowed tens of millions 
of users to share and download music for free through a user-friendly interface. 
Meanwhile, Kazaa, which began operating in March 2001, built up a user base 
of around 140 million users with as many as 4 million users online at any one 
time. The emergence of these networks meant that “digitized music’s immateri-
ality and hyper-mobility as code caused both the economic and legal property 
regimes associated with the pre-digital era to become outdated and impotent” 
(Born 2005: 25). In 2001, music sales fell by 5 per cent, and then by over 9 per 
cent in the first half of 2002, resulting in a reduction in the inflow of capital to 
the industry and disastrous loses for the leading firms in the sector (Leyshon et 
al. 2005). The outcome was a crisis of funding across the wider musical econ-
omy, resulting in significant reductions in rosters of recording artists. As Arditi 
(2014: 421) observed:

With the development of P2P software, major record labels were 
quickly losing their grasp on the control over access to the industry. 
Without long term structural changes to the music industry, the major 
record labels realized that they would no longer have a viable business 
model.

MP3s offered the possibility of a new type of business model, linking artists di-
rectly to consumers, which threatened to bypass record companies (Garofalo 
1999), and the vice-like grip they exercised over the distribution of recorded 
music.

The response to the challenge by the industry’s major corporations was 
litigation against both file-sharing services and individual file sharers (see 
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Bhattacharjee et al. 2006; Choi & Perez 2007), along with strong political lob-
bying. In 1998, the US Congress passed the Digital Millennium Copyright ACT 
(DCMA), which made it illegal to circumvent any Digital Rights Management 
(DRM) embedded into MP3 files (McCourt & Bukart 2003). In the same year 
the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) – the trade organiza-
tion that represents the recording industry in the United States – began filing 
lawsuits against online music distributors, and in 2003 even began suing indi-
vidual file sharers (Arditi 2014). Similar bills to the DCMA followed in Europe. 
In 2006, Loi sur le Droit d’Auteur et les Droits Voisins dans la Société de l’Infor-
mation (DADVSI) reformed French copyright law, focused on the exchange of 
copyrighted works over peer-to-peer networks and criminalizing of circumven-
tion of digital rights management protection measures. In 2010 in the UK, the 
Digital Economy Act was passed by Parliament, which made provision about 
the online infringement of copyright and about penalties for infringement of 
copyright and performers’ rights. The most significant court ruling came in 
the case of Grokster and Streamcast (maker of the Morpheus file sharing soft-
ware) versus a consortium of twenty-eight large entertainment companies led 
by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer studios. The US Supreme Court ruled against both 
the Grokster and Streamcast P2P networks, ruling that they could be sued for 
inducing copyright infringement in their marketing of file sharing software. 
Crucially, the ruling – subsequently known as the “Grokster decision” – meant 
that any company which actively helped users circumvent copyright restrictions 
could be held responsible for copyright theft.

The impact of MP3s on the music industry, while extremely negative in the 
short term given the collapse of revenues from the sale of recorded music, did 
not result in the major corporations losing control of the music industry as many 
had predicted (see, e.g., Graham et al. 2004). This was for at least two reasons. 
First, as outlined above, litigation formed an important and highly successful 
part of the response of record companies to the challenges of software formats 
and internet distribution systems, particularly with regards to peer-to-peer 
networks. This litigation, funded by the deep pockets of powerful oligopolistic 
corporations, proved successful. Second, while paid-for download platforms 
emerged from the mass of illegal P2P networks and sought to develop business 
models that complied with copyright law (such as eMusic, for example, which 
started charging for downloads as early as 1998), it was the launch of Apple’s 
iTunes platform in 2003, powered by Apple’s marketing expertise and consumer 
reach, that created the first mass market for paid-for direct digital content. 
Apple provided a platform that both gave people a place to easily download 
music without risking a lawsuit and which could generate revenue for major 
record labels. It quickly became clear that many consumers were willing to pay 
for music downloads and that, given that the costs of online distribution are far 
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lower than those required to manufacture and move a physical object, record 
companies could sell music online more cheaply but retain similar if not higher 
profit margins (McLeod 2005). In 2008, iTunes became the largest music retailer 
in the US, and by 2011 controlled over 38 per cent of the retail music market. 
When set alongside the closure of major high-street music retailers such as 
HMV and Virgin stores in the UK, and Tower Records in the US, this indicated 
a huge transition in the way that people were purchasing music. Its success, 
Arditi argues, was a result not just of the ingenuity of the platform, but also the 
industry’s “desperate need to compete with free music online” (2014: 417).

Second wave: the rise of the music streaming platforms (MSPs)

Even as the music industry began to successfully deal with one technological 
challenge as revenues began to flow from new pay-to-download services such 
as iTunes, new disruptive innovations emerged in the form of MSPs, which 
presented both new opportunities and new challenges for the recorded music 
industry. Streaming services are platforms: acquiring rights from record labels 
to distribute recorded music online or via mobile devices, they make music 
available to consumers either through a paid subscription-based service or free 
advert-supported service (Towse 2020). Subsequently, MSPs act as two-sided 
intermediaries (Erickson et al. 2019), located between record labels/artists on 
the one hand, and listeners/consumers on the other. Some MSPs act as three-
side intermediaries, with listeners also connected to advertisers. In less than 
ten years, streaming became the dominant mode of music distribution, and has 
fundamentally reconfigured the music industry and the way in which consum-
ers purchased music. Streaming brought about a shift from paying for ownership 
of a music library to, instead, paying – either directly, through a subscription, or 
indirectly, through exposure to advertising – for access to a much more exten-
sive archive (Arditi 2019). Bustinza et al. (2013: 18–19) describe how the shift 
to streaming represented “a theoretical shift in understanding what music retail 
is, presenting music to consumers not as a product but as a service”. As music 
distribution was decoupled from physical formats in the “post-record music in-
dustry” (Negus 2019), music-related industries became less focused on selling 
the ownership of recordings and increasingly focused on offering gated access to 
digital catalogues of recorded music through rents paid to MSPs.

The potential value of subscription-based services was recognized even in 
the midst of the P2P induced crisis, with McCourt and Burkart (2003) identi-
fying subscription models as potentially extremely lucrative but certainly capa-
ble of generating a steady cash flow sufficient to support the industry. Thomes 
(2013) suggested that subscription-based streaming services represented the 
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music industry’s greatest prospective source of revenue. The emergence of a 
small number of very successful MSPs helped to undermine the open playback 
format ushered in by MP3. As the use of music was only possible inside the 
platforms, this closed the loop that had been opened by the free exchange of 
individual MP3 files and so allowed the music industry to reinforce copyright 
protection once more, first halting and then reversing the decline in revenues 
from recorded music. The successful roll out of MSPs meant that by 2016 music 
industry revenues had increased for the first time in nearly 20 years. By 2019 
total global revenues had returned to levels of the mid-2000s in real terms. By 
the end of 2022 total steaming revenue reached $17.5 billion, accounting for 67 
per cent of total global recorded music revenues for that year (IFPI 2023). For 
comparison, physical format revenues represented the next highest share at 17.5 
per cent, followed by performance rights at 9.4 per cent.

In 2015, the IFPI estimated that there were over 400 digital music services 
worldwide, many of which were streaming platforms. However, a small number 
of MSPs have come to dominate the music market. These are Spotify (launched 
April 2006, 626 million users and 246 million premium subscribers in 2024), 
Apple Music (launched 2015, 93 million subscribers in 2024) and Amazon’s 
Prime Music (launched June 2015, 79 million customers in 2024). Other stream-
ing platforms include Deezer (launched August 2007, 10.5 million subscribers in 
2024) and Pandora (launched September 2005, 45.1 million users and 6 million 
subscribers in 2024), although these two services have seen flat and decreas-
ing user and subscribers numbers respectively over the past few years, while 
the major MSPs have continued to grow their numbers. Whilst being more ge-
ographically restricted, also notable in terms of user numbers is the Chinese 
streaming platform Tencent Music (launched July 2016, 571 million users and 
117 million paying subscribers in 2024). Although primarily a video streaming 
service, Google’s YouTube also represents a major platform with regard to music 
consumption, with an estimated 2 billion people consuming music in the plat-
form every month (YouTube music, a dedicated music platform, was launched 
in May 2018). As Hesmondhalgh and Meier (2018) argue, Spotify has benefited 
from a first-mover advantage, but Apple, Google and Amazon have considera-
ble strategic advantages given that they are transnational BigTech corporations 
whose interests span a range of sectors. Rather than music being an end in itself 
(as it is, for example, for Spotify), music is a means to an end for BigTech corpo-
rations, helping to sell devices, apps, or online advertising and serves to support 
growth in e-commerce more generally. These companies are able to cross-sub-
sidize music streaming with revenues from other products and sources (Towse 
2020). Until very recently, and unlike the consumer electronics companies that 
preceded them, these BigTech companies had not been involved in the pro-
duction of music: their intervention had been limited to the contemporary 
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equivalent of music retail (Hesmondhalgh & Meier 2018). However, recently 
there have been emerging concerns around the role of BigTech in supporting 
innovations in AI-music (and which we discuss further in Chapter 3).

There exists a significant degree of parity between MSPs, that is, these plat-
forms are very similar with regards to price and catalogue content. Many of 
these platforms run a similar subscription-based business model which allows 
users access to advert-free streaming as a “premium” offer while also offering 
a free service supported by advertising, as a strategy to attract new listeners, 
develop platform loyalty and to target for conversion to subscriber status. As 
Carter (2024) notes, unlike with streamed video platforms, MSPs are essen-
tially interchangeable market substitutes, where more or less identical catalogue 
offerings at more or less identical prices ultimately both suppresses competi-
tion between platforms and depress prices. Indeed, as Carter notes, the prices 
for monthly premium subscriptions have barely increased since the launch of 
Spotify in 2006. At the time of writing, an individual premium plan typically 
costs £/$/€10.99, with some platforms also offering discounted duo or family 
plans. Although it wasn’t always the case, there is now also parity across the 
platforms in terms of size of catalogue: Spotify, Apple Music, Amazon Music 
and YouTube Music all offer users access to over 100 million songs.

Due to this platform parity the basis for competition has shifted from con-
tent, price and curation to the engineering of compelling experiences. Hracs 
and Webster (2021) point to the way in which platforms have “moved beyond a 
‘one-size fits all’ approach to curation to one that seeks to create experiences that 
appeal to the dynamic needs and sensibilities of different types of consumers si-
multaneously” and seeks to “convince individuals that their lives are decompos-
able into a series of moods, moments and need states, for each of which there 
is an ideal song or playlist to be found” (2021: 246). Here, they point to the ways 
in which platforms cater not only for “lean forward” experiences for users who 
are interested in music discovery, but also “lean back” experiences for the casual 
listener that outsources music discovery to the platform (see also Drott 2018). 
This “personalization at scale”, Hracs and Webster argue, is made possible by 
the unique affordances of platformization, both in terms of scale, and in terms 
of how digital personalized data allows platforms to optimize the delivery of 
personalized recommendations to individuals. In this way, as Kjus (2016) argues, 
streaming services introduce a “new” relation between exposure and sale, united 
within one and the same service. All of this has been made possible by the way in 
which MSPs combine proprietary algorithms and human curators in ways that 
constitute a new form of platform gatekeeping. As Bonini and Gandini (2019) 
argue, the editorial power of MSPs is augmented and enhanced by algorithms 
and big data, such that music curation has become a “data-intense” gatekeeping 
activity, but one which has also allowed platform music curators to become a 
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“new elite” in relation to traditional human intermediaries such as radio pro-
grammers and journalists.

Geurts and Cepa (2023) describe the entry of MSPs into the music industry 
in terms of a business ecosystem envelopment strategy. In contrast to platform 
envelopment strategies (Eisenmann et al. 2011), in ecosystem envelopment 
digital platforms do not take over or replace the functionality of the enveloped 
business ecosystem, but rather install themselves on top of a traditional business 
ecosystem, leaving its existing organization largely intact. This is demonstrated 
through the way in which the MSPs have not displaced the music industry in-
cumbent corporations but, rather, platforms and music corporations have be-
come bound together through a system of rent extraction (Meier & Manzerolle 
2019). In short, MSPs rely on record companies for catalogue access: it is esti-
mated that the major corporations own the rights to some eight million songs. 
While MSPs are large companies in their own right (as of February 2024, Spotify 
had a market capitalization of $45 billion) due to the costs of the deals MSPs are 
required to negotiate with record labels to exploit their catalogues, the MSPs 
have struggled to reach profitability. Spotify made a net loss in 2023, for example, 
of $532 million, recording its largest operating loss in the second quarter of 2023 
of $247 million. Simon (2019) notes that for 2017, content costs (i.e. licensing 
and production costs for the music, podcasts and audiobooks on the platform) 
as a percentage of Spotify’s revenue for the premium subscription business was 
78 per cent, and up to 90 per cent for the free advertising-supported business. 
Furthermore, Simon (2019) highlights that Spotify pays two types of music li-
censing fees: fees related to sound recording licences, which cover the recording 
rights, and; fees related to musical composition licence agreements, which is 
paid to song rights holders (i.e. music publishing). These fees are growing with 
the revenues collected by the platform: $3.3 billion in 2017, $5 billion in 2020, $7 
billion in 2021, and $9 billion in 2023 (Dredge 2024c). As such, as Simon (2019) 
argues, the company is caught in a “scissor effect” whereby the more its revenues 
grow the more it will have to pay out, leading to questions as to whether Spotify 
would ever become profitable over time. Nevertheless, in the first three quar-
ters of 2024, Spotify demonstrated significant profitability for the first time in 
the platform’s history: $168 million, $266 million and $454 million respectively, 
driven by greater than expected growth in both monthly active users and pre-
mium subscribers, together with increases in the cost of premium subscriptions 
which increased average revenue per user (Dredge 2024d).

As we shall argue further in Chapter 3, the music industry represents a dis-
tinctive case of platform reintermediation in which a small number of incum-
bent corporations, through oligopolistic control of intellectual property rights, 
are positioned as the key rentiers of digital networks, rather than established or 
nascent platforms.
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Third wave: MusicTech

With the music industry now more or less stabilized around the streaming 
format (notwithstanding significant tensions and disputes about the equity im-
plications of streaming platform revenues) a series of new rounds of innova-
tion are blurring the lines between the music and tech industries. These have 
been spurred by recent technological transformations including, inter alia, 
social media, streaming, user-generated content, interaction, community con-
tent-sharing and collaboration, location-aware technologies, virtual and immer-
sive technologies, and generative artificial intelligence (AI), together with the 
appetite of angel investors and venture capital firms to fund new technologies 
and business models that might further disrupt existing industries. Firms inno-
vating in this space have come to be labelled as “MusicTech”, mirroring the use 
of the suffix “Tech” to describe innovation in other areas of the economy, such 
as FinTech and HealthTech. While the term “MusicTech” first emerged follow-
ing the emergence of platforms such as Apple’s iTunes, Spotify, Shazam and 
Soundcloud in the early 2000s, the post-streaming stabilization of the music 
industry has given rise to an explosion of small, highly innovative start-up firms 
building platforms, services and apps targeted variously at the production, dis-
tribution, and consumption of music in the streaming age. Thus, at the time of 
writing we are currently witnessing a third wave of platform reintermediation 
in the music industry which is being driven by an emergent MusicTech sector, 
characterized by entrepreneurial activity and technological innovation taking 
place largely outside the major music companies. These firms are developing 
applications that seek new ways to intermediate between artists, music corpo-
rations and audiences, and in so doing to generate new revenue streams and a 
more complex and diverse music industry ecology. The emergence of the con-
temporary MusicTech sector can be seen as the next stage of the evolution of the 
music industries in which a small number of existing incumbent corporations, 
together with the now established MSPs, and a much larger number of inde-
pendent record labels, intermediaries and MusicTech start-ups, are all engaged 
in processes of platform reintermediation.

The academic literature on tech start-ups often asserts that start-ups act to 
challenge the dominance of incumbents through disruptive innovation, as the 
legacy business models of incumbents plus inertia provide opportunities for new 
entrants to gain rapid momentum in the marketplace (Crittenden et al. 2019; 
Mallaby 2023). However, with the music industry having recently gone through 
a series of disruptive innovations, and more recently stabilized around digital 
formats distributed through a small number of dominant MSPs, MusicTech 
platform reintermediation has led to firms not challenging but, rather, align-
ing themselves with, and contributing and innovating in relation to, existing 
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incumbent corporations and platforms. This includes, for example, creating 
complimentary platforms, such as music licensing platforms that seek to cap-
ture rights income currently not being collected from a wide range of users; and 
record label-facing platforms that look to provide labels with innovative services 
that improve the ways that data from consumers is gathered and manipulated, 
and the ways in which data and insights may be used to identify potentially suc-
cessful artists. Thus, competition in the contemporary platform music indus-
tries mainly revolves around start-ups attracting the attention of incumbents. 
Very few Music-Tech firms appear to be developing the kinds of disruptive tech-
nologies which would challenge the dominance of the incumbents per se, opting 
instead to offer themselves up as potential partners with incumbents to jointly 
source new innovations and technologies (De Groote & Backmann 2020). We 
review the logics and dynamics of the emergent MusicTech innovation ecosys-
tem in more detail Chapter 4.

The platform recorded music industry as moral economy:  
user as asset, music as liability

While the rise of MSPs has stabilized the market for recorded music and the rev-
enues returned to the major music corporations, so quelling anxieties about the 
long-term survival of the market for recorded music, they have also brought to 
the surface new concerns about the social-cultural economic value of music and 
of the equity implications of these developments, especially in relation to the fair 
remuneration of music artists. Public discussion of payments from streaming 
began almost as soon as the first platforms were launched. We shall consider the 
specific details of remuneration and streaming business models shortly, but first 
it is important to note that underpinning these discussions has been “a broader 
aesthetic and moral argument about what music should be worth” (Marshall 
2015: 181). While the “value” of popular music has been subject to controversy 
across the various sectors of the music industries, Marshall (2015, 2019) notes 
there is a concern that recorded music has been progressively “devalued”, firstly 
by piracy and then by streaming, undercutting narratives that claim that the 
disintermediating nature of the internet should be a boon to artists located out-
side the major label system. Fairness, or rather a sense that structural changes 
in the musical economy have brought about an inequity that is manifestly unfair 
to economic agents that have traditionally been most invested in the music in-
dustry, namely musicians and songwriters, has emerged as a recurring theme 
among many commentators and musical economy practitioners (Arditi 2014, 
2015).
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Practitioners and commentators alike have developed criticisms that implic-
itly evoked normative arguments about fairness and equity associated with the 
concept of moral economy. This idea reveals a concern with “the moral norms 
and sentiments that structure and influence economic practices, both formal 
and informal, and the way in which these are reinforced, compromised or over-
ridden by economic pressures” (Sayer 2007: 262). In criticizing the rise of digital 
platforms, and their unerring ability to capture markets and revenue, market 
participants and commentators have implicitly drawn on moral economy argu-
ments to make the case for some kind of restitution in favour of those who have 
lost out, either appealing to public policy to seek redress or calling for further 
rounds of innovation and disruption that might unseat the new incumbents from 
their dominant positions. One place where one might not have expected to see 
a revival of interest in moral economy arguments would be in the main profes-
sional body for global music, the International Federation of the Photographic 
Industry (IFPI). Since at least 2016 – coinciding both with platforms assuming 
a position of dominance within the musical economy and the recovery of global 
music industry revenues – the IFPI and major record companies have been crit-
ical of what they describe as a “value gap” in the industry; that is, a structural un-
derpayment of royalties to artists (Arditi 2020). In 2017, the IFPI’s annual Global 
Music Report even included a dedicated section titled “Rewarding Creativity: 
Fixing the Value Gap”, setting out its understanding of the problem:

Significant challenges need to be overcome if the industry is going to 
move to sustainable growth. The whole music sector has united in its 
effort to fix the fundamental flaw in today’s music market, known as 
“the value gap”, where fair revenues are not being returned to those who 
are now creating and investing in music. The value gap is now the single 
highest legislative priority as it seeks to create a level playing field for 
the digital market and secure the future of the industry.�(IFPI 2017: 24)

From the perspective of the IFPI and its supporters, the cause of the value gap 
was initially the decline of revenues arising from the disruption of the record 
music industry by P2P networks in the early twentieth century, and the failures 
of direct download and streaming services to adequately restore the rates of 
return previously delivered by physical formats despite their later contributions 
to income recovery.

Arguments about the fairness of a new digital settlement within the musi-
cal economy have circulated not only within the corporate suites of the large 
record labels but also among musicians. Numerous leading artists have boy-
cotted, withdrawn catalogue from, or engaged only reluctantly with major 
music streaming services to signal their opposition to the low rates of return 
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they receive from the playing of their music on such platforms (Hesmondhalgh 
2021). However, as Marshall (2015) observes, the majority of concerns about 
low returns have been raised by independent artists located several rungs down 
the industry ladder. Such artists have often drawn attention to their position in 
an ironic fashion through marketing materials and interviews when releasing 
new music (see Figure 2.1).

Figure 2.1  Advertisement for album launch referencing the poor financial 
return from streaming, London Underground, 2019

Source: Allan Watson.
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Very few artists have spoken out in support of streaming platforms. Those 
that did adopted a stance that might be described as “market realist” in tone. 
For example, Dave Allen, the bassist of Gang of Four between 1976 and 1981, 
a post-punk band that enjoyed a successful – if not superstar – career, and 
later an executive with a number of digital creative industry businesses, argued 
that while the internet certainly brought fundamental change to the musical 
economy, there is little place for nostalgia given the music industry’s history of 
exploiting artists (Allen 2013). Moreover, the industry has no special case for 
market protection given the ways in which a wide range of other industries were 
radically transformed through the advent of first e-commence and later digital 
platforms. Musicians, like it or not, Allen argued, simply must make the best 
of the transformations unfolding in front of them. But to do so is by no means 
straightforward. Jonathan Taplin, previously manager of critically acclaimed and 
commercially successful act The Band, described how the advent of free down-
loading in the late 1990s dramatically undermined the standard of living enjoyed 
by his former employers:

Groups like The Band had some assurance that, if their music was of 
lasting quality, they could continue to reap financial rewards long after 
they’d stopped writing new music. When the CD format was introduced 
in the early 1980s, their record royalties jumped as old fans bought The 
Band’s classic albums on disc. That royalty stream continued right up 
until the introduction of Napster in 2000. And then it ended. It was 
horrifying to see The Band members go from a decent royalty income 
of around $100,000 per year to almost nothing.� (Taplin 2017: 41–2)

Taplin was particularly aggrieved at the fate that befell The Band’s drummer and 
vocalist, Levon Helm. He was diagnosed with throat cancer in 1998, just as P2P 
networks began to erode royalty income, and so faced the dilemma of paying his 
medical bills just as his royalty income withered away: “He couldn’t go on the 
road because he could hardly sing. Eventually he figured out how to do some-
thing by having shows at his house, getting a bunch of friends to come and play 
and calling it the Midnight Rambles. He made a little money, but not enough, 
just barely paid his bills. It just seemed incredibly unfair to me” (Taplin quoted 
in Schechter 2017; no pagination; emphasis added).

Taplin’s (2017) entanglement within this personal tragedy motivated him to 
develop a critique of Silicon Valley as a whole, which he blamed for enabling 
free downloading sites that he described as “bloodsuckers who made millions 
off the hard work of musicians” (Taplin 2012; no pagination). The initial target 
of Taplin’s ire was the first wave of P2P networks such as Napster, the Pirate 
Bay, and other companies that developed business models based on a flagrant 
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disregard of copyright law that ensured no incomes flowed directly to owners 
of the intellectual property rights in recorded music. But from the late 2000s 
onward, Taplin’s ire was redirected to the second wave of platforms, the main 
music streaming platforms (MSPs), as they introduced business models that 
combined the demand for instant online music created by P2P networks with 
provision of a regular income stream to copyright holders. Taplin’s criticisms 
gained support within the wider music industry, particularly among musicians 
and their representatives.

One of the issues for this criticism was the rate at which rights holders were 
paid per stream, which at only fractions of a cent were also known as “penny 
streams” (Hesmondhalgh 2021). Such small rates were considered by artists and 
their representatives as derisory, particularly when compared to the rates per 
unit for physical products such as CDs. Beginning in 2014, The Trichordist web-
site – “a community blog for those interested in contributing to the advancement 
of a Sustainable and Ethical Internet for the protection of Artists Rights in the 
Digital Age”1 which declares itself to be “working towards defining and setting 
a fair per stream rate”2 – began posting details on royalty rates per stream for 
different music platforms. This data was released to them by one independent 
record label, with a 150-album catalogue that generated well over 100 million 
streams from 30 platforms. The latest update is from 2016, and while rates may 
have changed in the years since, are nevertheless instructive (see Table 2.1). The 
fact that each play, or stream, of a song generates at best only a tenth of a cent 
and at worst a thousand of a cent helped fuel arguments about a failure to pay 
“just” returns. Publishing this information in aggregate form provided some heft 
to reports emanating from numerous musicians over several years aggrieved 
about how little income they received from the streaming of their repertoire, 
especially when compared to CD sales. For example, cellist Zoe Keating publicly 
revealed that in 2018 that she earned just $21,000 from over 4.6 million streams 
across 11 platforms (Hesmondhalgh 2021). An artist with a typical contract 
with one of the major record companies would need approximately 458.3 mil-
lion streams to earn just £1 in profit, due to the initial advance being recouped 
by their record label (Carter 2024). On the face of it, it does seem remarkable 
that millions of streams can produce such relatively modest revenues. However, 
there are at least three related reasons that help explain this.

First, once a revenue rate is set at a fraction of a monetary unit, then simple 
arithmetic calculation means that an exceptionally large number of plays are 

1	 See The Trichordist; https://thetrichordist.com/about-2/.
2	 See The Trichordist; https://thetrichordist.com/2017/01/16/updated-streaming-price- 

bible-w-2016-rates-spotify-apple-music-youtube-tidal-amazon-pandora-etc/ (accessed 
31 October 2024).

https://thetrichordist.com/about-2/
https://thetrichordist.com/2017/01/16/updated-streaming-price-bible-w-2016-rates-spotify-apple-music-youtube-tidal-amazon-pandora-etc/
https://thetrichordist.com/2017/01/16/updated-streaming-price-bible-w-2016-rates-spotify-apple-music-youtube-tidal-amazon-pandora-etc/
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needed to generate significant monetary returns. For example, one figure that 
has been used by advocates of the value gap is the number of individual streams 
required to generate the United States monthly minimum wage from streaming 
alone. With the US rate set at $7.25 per hour, many accounts use a monthly 
gross minimum wage of around $1,400 as a benchmark, or about 200 hours 
per month. In 2018, even streaming on Akazoo, the most generous platform in 
Table 2.1 (paying $0.37847 per stream) would have required 19 steams per hour 
to generate $7.25, and 3,700 streams to generate a monthly wage of $1,400. But 
Akazoo was a relatively obscure platform and accounted for a very small per-
centage of total streams for the label’s catalogue, making it an unreliable source 
of regular income at scale. By 2019, Akazoo was no longer among the top thirty 
streaming platforms, and the most generous rate was now Peloton, an exercise 
and equipment platform. At $0.03107 per stream, Peloton offered less than a 
tenth of what Akazoo had returned in 2016 and required 233 streams per hour 
to reach $7.25. Given that Spotify accounted for the largest share of the label’s 
total stream revenue in both 2016 and 2019, this platform is a better reference 
point. At $0.00348 per stream in 2019, it would require over 2,000 streams per 
hour to generate the minimum wage and over 400,000 streams per month. This 
is clearly possible, as some superstar artists record tens of millions of streams 
per month. As of May 2024, the most listened to song on Spotify 2024 had 
generated over 4 billion streams, with Taylor Swift the highest earner on the 
platform, having made an estimated $300 million in streaming revenues over 
the course of her career. But most artists are not superstars and so are unable 
to generate streams on such a scale. Moreover, streaming rates per song are 
in decline, falling from an average of $0.00395 in 2016, to $0.00173 in 2019. 
Spotify, has however, repeatedly argued that it does not sell streams, but rather 
access to music. As a result, it is argued that it does not make sense to look at 
revenues per stream, but rather one must consider the overall revenues of the 
platform, and the total amount of royalties being returned to the industry, and 
that this requires a change in thinking from unit-based thinking to consump-
tion-based thinking (Marshall 2015). Indeed, this understanding of the alloca-
tion or royalties, where the volume of streams determine an artist overall share 
of a revenue pot, was consolidated in 2024 when Spotify changed its royalties 
model to ensure more money flowed to the more successful artists, introducing 
a threshold over which streams must pass to earn any royalties: individual tracks 
receiving fewer than 1,000 streams in a 12 month period would no longer be 
eligible for royalties, with withheld revenue being put into the pool that allo-
cated proportionately to tracks that streamed over the threshold (Leight & Stutz  
2023).

Second, stream rates are a product of the music platform business model. 
Streaming platforms were only able to replace P2P platforms as the main 
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intermediary in the consumer market for digital music by ensuring the barri-
ers to entry for consumers were low and would encourage users to move from 
systems that appeared free at the point of use to another system that would 
at least commit to providing revenues streams to rights holders. For example, 
a key part of Spotify’s strategy and attempt to enrol the record industry into 
its project was to present itself as “the solution to illicit downloading” (original 
emphasis, Eriksson et al. 2019: 7). To do so, Spotify also had to recruit users who 
had previously been using P2P networks, which were free at the point of use, 
exposure to advertising and malware notwithstanding. Weaning users off such 
networks meant that Spotify and other streaming platforms rolled out dual use 
membership modes with an advertising-supported “freemium” model on the 
one hand, and a subscription-based model on the other. A key objective was to 
move P2P users from the free-advertising model to becoming feepayers in an 
advertising-free premium tier of membership, but with an understanding that 
fees needed to be low enough to represent value to users habituated to obtaining 
such services for free, subject to the inconveniences and disruption of advertis-
ing content (Eriksson et al. 2019).

However, the recruitment of these assets – advertising consuming users or 
fee-paying subscribers – needed to be reconciled on the platform balance sheet 
with liabilities – the payments for each stream made to rights owners. Such 
payments were never a consideration for illegal P2P networks. Ideally, platforms 
would have an all-subscription service, facilitating better management of assets 
and liabilities, with an effective process of capitalization through direct revenue. 
Some platforms, such as Apple Music for example, have achieved this. Apple 
was, however, already a large technology company and so had the advantage of 
having a wider portfolio of revenues that could cross subsidize the new service 
as it became established. Such breathing room was unavailable to start-up plat-
forms that, while cosseted by large volumes of venture capital funds (Srnicek 
2016), were nevertheless on relatively tight deadlines to grow their business and 
scale to a size that it could be “cashed out” through an IPO providing returns to 
investors (Langley & Leyshon 2017). For this reason, platforms such as Spotify 
have exerted considerable effort in attempting to monetize the large number 
of users that pay no subscription, with non-paying users generating liabilities 
through streams not covered by subscription assets. Indeed, the process of con-
verting users to subscribers has been a central aim of Spotify’s business model 
since its inception:

Spotify was founded with the stated aim to mediate between the inter-
ests of two conflicting economic actors, the music industry on the one 
hand, and non-authorized file-sharers on the other … To do so, they 
had first to transform the meaning of online music listening, shifting 



THE RISE OF THE PLATFORM MUSIC INDUSTRIES

32

Ta
bl

e 
2.

1 
M

us
ic

 st
re

am
in

g 
pl

at
fo

rm
s, 

re
ve

nu
es

, a
nd

 u
se

rs
 fo

r o
ne

 in
de

pe
nd

en
t r

ec
or

d 
la

be
l (

20
16

 a
nd

 2
01

9)

R
an

k 
by

 
re

ve
nu

e 
sh

ar
e 

(2
01

9)
	

M
us

ic
 st

re
am

in
g 

pl
at

fo
rm

A
ve

ra
ge

 $
 p

er
 st

re
am

To
ta

l s
tr

ea
m

s o
f l

ab
el

 
ro

st
er

 (%
)

To
ta

l s
tr

ea
m

 re
ve

nu
e 

of
 la

be
l r

os
te

r (
%

)
St

re
am

s p
er

 so
ng

St
re

am
s p

er
 a

lb
um

20
16

20
19

20
16

20
19

20
16

20
19

20
16

20
19

20
16

20
19

1
Sp

ot
ify

0.
00

43
7

0.
00

34
8

62
.9

7
22

.0
9

69
.5

7
44

.3
3

13
9

17
5

1,
39

4
1,

75
2

2
A

pp
le

 M
us

ic
0.

00
73

5
0.

00
67

5
7.

18
6.

36
13

.3
5

24
.7

9
83

90
82

8
90

2

3
Yo

u 
Tu

be
 C

on
te

nt
 

ID
N

/A
0.

00
02

2
–

51
.0

0
–

6.
42

–
2,

79
4

–
27

,9
40

4
A

m
az

on
 U

nl
im

ite
d

–
0.

01
12

3
–

0.
83

–
5.

35
–

54
2

–
54

2

5
D

ee
ze

r
0.

00
64

0
0.

00
56

2
2.

19
0.

80
3.

54
2.

58
95

10
8

95
2

1,
04

8

6
G

oo
gl

e 
Pl

ay
0.

00
67

6
0.

00
55

4
2.

36
0.

79
4.

03
2.

54
90

11
0

90
1

1,
09

9

7
Pa

nd
or

a
0.

00
13

3
0.

00
20

3
0.

07
1.

91
0.

02
2.

24
45

6
29

9
4,

56
5

2,
99

3

8
Yo

uT
ub

e
0.

00
06

9
0.

00
15

4
21

.7
0

1.
90

3.
81

1.
70

87
6

39
5

8,
76

4
3,

94
7

9
A

m
az

on
 M

us
ic

0.
00

40
2

0.
01

12
3

0.
63

0.
65

0.
64

1.
60

15
1

14
3

1,
51

5
1,

43
1

10
Fa

ce
bo

ok
–

0.
05

70
5

–
0.

05
–

1.
56

–
11

–
10

7

11
Yo

uT
ub

e 
Re

d
–

0.
01

00
9

–
0.

23
–

1.
37

–
60

–
60

4

12
Pe

lo
to

n
–

0.
03

10
7

–
0.

07
–

1.
28

–
20

–
19

6

13
Ta

iH
e 

M
us

ic
 

G
ro

up
–

0.
00

04
4

–
4.

92
–

1.
25

–
1,

38
6

–
13

,8
62



PLATFORMIZATION AND THE RECORDED MUSIC INDUSTRY

33

14
Ya

nd
ex

 L
LC

0.
00

01
6

0.
00

10
9

0.
77

0.
93

0.
03

0.
58

3,
74

4
55

9
37

,4
44

5,
58

5

15
Ti

da
l

0.
01

25
0

0.
00

87
6

0.
10

0.
11

0.
33

0.
58

49
70

48
7

69
5

16
Rh

ap
so

dy
/N

ap
st

er
0.

01
90

0
0.

00
91

6
0.

52
0.

07
2.

52
0.

37
32

66
32

1
66

5

17
T

D
C

 P
la

y
–

0.
00

99
4

–
0.

06
–

0.
37

–
61

–
61

2

18
LO

EN
–

0.
00

23
5

–
0.

13
–

0.
18

–
25

9
–

2,
59

4

19
U

M
A

–
0.

00
02

2
–

1.
17

–
0.

15
–

2,
77

9
–

27
,7

94

20
Pl

ay
N

et
w

or
k

0.
00

06
5

0.
00

03
2

0.
07

0.
67

0.
12

0.
12

94
3

1,
91

6
9,

42
9

19
.1

57

21
Te

le
co

m
 It

al
ia

0.
02

18
9

0.
01

69
3

0.
04

0.
01

0.
25

0.
09

28
36

27
8

36
0

22
K

K
BO

X
0.

00
35

8
0.

00
40

8
0.

74
0.

04
0.

12
0.

09
17

0
14

9
1,

70
1

1,
49

2

23
V

EV
O

–
0.

00
08

3
–

0.
13

–
0.

06
–

73
7

–
7,

37
4

24
Sl

ac
ke

r
0.

00
44

2
0.

00
71

3
0.

02
0.

01
0.

03
0.

06
13

8
85

1,
37

9
85

4

25
iH

ea
rt

Ra
di

o
–

0.
01

79
8

–
0.

01
–

0.
05

–
34

–
33

9

26
LI

N
E

–
0.

00
97

0
–

0.
01

–
0.

05
–

63
–

62
8

27
iM

us
ic

a
–

0.
02

24
7

–
0.

00
–

0.
05

–
27

–
27

1

28
Bu

gs
 C

or
po

ra
tio

n
–

0.
00

42
7

–
0.

01
–

0.
03

–
14

3
–

1,
42

6

29
Re

lia
nc

e 
Jio

–
0.

00
13

3
–

0.
02

–
0.

02
–

34
6

–
3,

46
3

30
G

aa
na

–
0.

00
13

3
–

0.
02

–
0.

01
–

45
7

–
4,

57
5

To
ta

l
0.

00
39

5*
0.

00
17

3
15

4*
35

2
1,

54
0*

3,
51

6

N
ot

e:
 *a

ve
ra

ge
 in

cl
ud

es
 d

at
a 

fr
om

 M
SP

s i
n 

le
ad

in
g 

30
 p

la
tfo

rm
s f

or
 2

01
6 

bu
t t

ha
t d

id
 n

ot
 ra

nk
 in

 2
01

9.

So
ur

ce
: Th

e 
Tr

ic
ho

rd
ist

 2
01

7,
 2

02
0.



THE RISE OF THE PLATFORM MUSIC INDUSTRIES

34

focus from ownership to access, and then “from access to context” so 
that a business model based on advertising revenue could take hold.
� (Vonderau 2019: 8)

Despite the considerable efforts made in this regard, such as developing strate-
gies for personalization of scale as outlined earlier (Hracs & Webster 2021), or 
running sophisticated online competitions among advertisers to get appropriate 
advertisements in front of potentially receptive users, still there is substantial 
risk in this form of revenue generation as it might not cover the liabilities gen-
erated by the streams of unsubscribed users. Seeking to balance assets and lia-
bilities in a new, risky, and volatile market offers some explanation for the low 
income per stream rates.

Finally, revenues per stream appear low because of historical power im-
balances between artists and corporate rights holders in the music industry, 
which have only been amplified by the platform economy. As Hesmondhalgh 
(2021: 3599) points out, streaming platforms do not in reality pay according 
to a pre-determined per stream rate; rather, the rate is better understood as 
“an analytical construct, an average produced by taking the income generated 
by an individual recording, by an artist, or by a label, and dividing that income 
by [the] number of streams achieved by that recording”. In fact, the allocation 
of revenue from the income collected by streaming platforms is allocated on a 
proportional basis related to an artist’s share of total streams, notwithstanding 
the requirement of tracks to have a certain number of streams to even qualify 
for a share of the disbursement. This, like much else in the platform economy, 
is a winner-takes-all model. The higher the share of total streams generated by 
subscribers, and the higher the volume of advertising revenue generated by 
non-subscribers, the higher the rate per stream. Although the (variable) per 
stream rate will determine artist income from streaming, both Hesmondhalgh 
(2021) and Arditi (2019) emphasize the importance of recognizing these reve-
nues are actually paid to rights holders (record companies and publishers) with 
only a portion then passed on to the artists: “The value gap is pure ideology. By 
arguing streaming services underpay recording artists, the IFPI … and major re-
cord labels turn the process of exploiting artists on its head. Streaming services 
do not pay recording artists, record labels pay recording artists” (Arditi 2019: 20). 
Therefore, representatives of the music industry are correct in claiming that the 
rates of return per stream offered by digital platforms are symbolic of a power 
inequity, with artists on one side and intermediaries on the other. However, 
record companies and other holders of intellectual property rights holders are 
themselves powerful intermediaries, with significant financial stakes in many  
streaming platforms, illustrating how the industry has successfully co-opted dig-
ital platforms.
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The perceived monopolization of the industry by a small number of large 
corporations, and the profits being generated by these corporations relative to 
artist remuneration, represented one of the major points of concern of the UK 
House of Commons’ Digital, Cultural, Media and Sport (DCMS) Committee 
music streaming enquiry, launched in October 2020. As noted at the opening 
of this chapter, three major corporations – Sony Music Group, Universal Music 
Group, and Warner Music Group – form a strong oligopoly within the indus-
try. In terms of recorded music, by 2022 these three controlled an estimated 70 
per cent global market share (Universal 31.8 per cent, Sony 22.6 per cent and 
Warner 15.6 per cent). In terms of publishing, in the same year it is estimated 
that they cumulatively owned and/or administered over ten million composi-
tions between their respective publishing arms, taking a 60 per cent share of 
the market (Sony Music Publishing 24.7 per cent, Universal Music Publishing 
Group 23.4 per cent and Warner Chappell Music 12 per cent) (Dredge 2023). 
The value which musicians receive from their music is dependent on the deals 
that record labels strike with the MSPs, and as the industry’s major catalogue 
owners (and, in the case of Spotify, stakeholders through sizeable shareholdings) 
they are strongly positioned to strike preferential deals with the MSPs (Simon 
2019). We discuss this issue further in Chapter 3.

As White (2023) outlines, after the MSP takes its share (30 per cent), the 
rough split between record label and publisher of the remaining 70 per cent is 
currently 55/15. Half of the publishing share (that is, half of 15 per cent) goes 
to the songwriter, but as the publisher share of the overall value is so small, 
the returns to artists are low. Some record deals specify a 50/50 revenue split 
between label and artist, but this varies from label to label, with larger labels 
demanding a larger share, which can be up to as much as 90 per cent of all 
revenues. Hence, with regards to forming fair deals for artists, campaigners have 
argued that attention must focus primarily on the revenue allocation to record 
labels, rather than the share captured by the MSPs. Carter (2024) points to the 
fact that in Q1 of 2023, the major labels together earned $2.9 million per hour in 
streaming revenue. Yet, as Hesmondhalgh et al. (2021) observe, this is an issue of 
significant complexity with a number of different views, which are dependent on 
the relationships between music creators, rights holders and MSPs. On the one 
hand, they note that there is considerable controversy regarding music creators’ 
earnings, and a sense amongst creators that they should be receiving greater 
rewards from the system. Yet, at the same time, many rights holders across the 
music recording and music publishing industries also consider they should be 
receiving greater amounts from MSPs.

According to White (2023) a number of related issues emerged from the 
DCMS hearing. First was the matter of whether a stream counts as “communi-
cation to the public”, as occurs in public spaces such cafes or shops, or whether 
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it is “making available” for consumers to select as they would with their own 
physical copies of vinyl records or CDs. In the case of the communication to the 
public, when music is played on broadcast platforms like radio, musicians can 
claim performing rights, with the allocation of revenues managed by Collective 
Management Organizations (CMOs). Such payments are allocated on a 50/50 
basis between copyright owners and performers (Cooke 2020). Music streams, 
however, are classified as “making available”, which means streams are ineligi-
ble for performing rights. Thus, revenue allocation becomes dependent on the 
deals struck between the recording rights holders (typically record labels) and 
the platforms. The result is typically a small return for featured musicians. The 
hearing devoted attention as to whether classifying streams as “communication 
to the public” might result in more equitable revenue arrangements (White 
2023). Second was the matter of other ways in which revenue might be redistrib-
uted with the current streaming ecosystem, with specific regard to user-centric 
payments systems. As mentioned earlier, MSPs currently allocate revenue to 
artists by the proportion of the entire number of streams on the platform for 
which their streams are responsible. For subscribers, the result is that the vast 
bulk of their subscription fee pays for music that they do not listen to, rather 
than going to artists that they have streamed. As Dredge (2020) explains: “If an 
artist (Drake, say) got 2% of the streams in that period, then his rightsholders get 
2% of the royalties pool. But what that means is essentially 2% of the royalties 
generated by every individual subscriber are going to Drake’s music, even if they 
didn’t listen to him at all” (emphasis added).

As such, an artist’s direct relationship with their paying fans has been sev-
ered. While fans may look to support an artist by streaming more of their music, 
they can only do so indirectly by increasing the number of streams by that artist 
in relation to the overall total. The Committee heard accounts from musicians 
and industry bodies calling for user-centric payment systems (UCPS) in which 
listeners directly pay artists. Yet as White (2023) points out, it was noted that 
there is a need for more evidence of the efficacy of such a system in terms of 
artist remuneration, while such a system also requires a complex data archi-
tecture to manage the flow of money between artists and fans. UCPSs have the 
advantage of re-establishing a direct link between consumers and the artists 
they listen to on MSPs, and to bring about a significant redistribution of existing 
revenue flows to artists. Indeed, a study by ProMusik (2023), a German-based 
advocacy group that works to support freelance musicians, suggests that UCPSs 
would redistribute over a quarter of total revenues, reducing the incomes of 
some artists while increasing the income of others. However, while 29 per cent 
of artists would see an increase in revenues of at least 40 per cent following a 
switch to UCPS, a larger proportion – 39 per cent – would experience a decline 
in revenues of 40 per cent or more. The highest gainers were responsible for only 
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19 per cent of total streams, while the biggest losers accounted for 31 per cent 
of all streams, indicating that a shift to UCPS would bring about a progressive 
redistribution of income. But it would also produce more losers than winners, 
which would disproportionately impact on the more successful artists, indicat-
ing the considerable political challenge of bringing about such a change.

While narratives around music streaming have shifted over time from cri-
tiques of the MSPs towards critiques of the role of the majors as the largest 
rights owners, one area in which the grievances of both labels and musicians 
alike have coalesced has been in relation to YouTube. As Negus (2019) notes, 
the relationship between YouTube and music companies has been one of mu-
tual antagonism and mutual dependency, with musicians, publishers and labels 
habitually complaining that they should be receiving greater financial payments 
for the use of their music on the platform. Indeed, it was in relation to YouTube 
that the notion of a “value gap” was initially formulated within the music indus-
tries, describing the imbalance between the profits being made by the platform 
and the revenues being passed on to music companies and musicians (see, e.g., 
RIAA 2017; IFPI 2018). On one hand, complaints that a streamed song is not 
adequately being rewarded financially are ones that, as we have seen, are levelled 
at streaming platforms more broadly. However, on the other hand, YouTube rep-
resents a somewhat different case where music is often not the primary content 
itself, but rather used as part of the creation of other video “content” which for 
the platform attracts audiences which in turn attract advertisers. As such Negus 
(2019) argues, arguments regarding the value of music in this space are seeing 
the recording industry and YouTube splitting along a “broader schism”: “On one 
side, the ‘business model’ of investment in artistic production, remuneration 
through copyrights and unit sales within the recording and publishing indus-
tries. On the other side, a model of generating income from the way ‘content’ 
attracts advertising, a model deployed lucratively by the new digital conglomer-
ates” (Negus 2019: 374).

A major point of contention has been YouTube’s ability to benefit from “safe 
harbour” rules, a cornerstone of internet policy over the past several decades, 
which exempt online intermediaries from liability for materials hosted by their 
systems. The result of these rules is that YouTube does not take legal or financial 
culpability for content generated by platform users, even where this includes un-
authorized copyrighted material, such as music. Indeed, copyright infringement 
has been one significant driver for calls in recent years to abolish the concept of 
safe harbour in relation to internet content.

Yet, in examining the music industries call to revise or remove safe harbour 
rules, some analysts of cyber law and policy have warned against such a move. 
For Elkin-Koren et al. (2020), even assuming that stakeholders are currently 
receiving inadequate compensation, this is “not the result of safe harbour but 
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rather a by-product of fundamental social and economic developments that 
have transformed the way we create and consume creative content” (2020: 5). 
Claims that YouTube relies on safe harbour immunities and misemploys them 
as a shield to avoid licensing with right holders is, the authors argue, factu-
ally incorrect. Rather, they argue that since 2006, YouTube has been regularly 
negotiating and executing licensing agreements with publishers, music labels, 
collecting societies, and artists to shelter themselves against secondary liability 
claims, while at the same time decreasing the monitoring and enforcement costs 
of right holders. Further, they point to the voluntary enforcement mechanisms 
platforms adopt as part of their business models – such as YouTube’s Content 
ID system, which is an automated scanning system that proactively identifies 
potentially infringing content – which they have no legal obligation to provide. 
Reportedly, as of 2019, YouTube’s Content ID system had already enabled the 
company to distribute more than $3 billion in revenues to artists and right 
holders. Finally, they point to the fact that amendments to copyright legisla-
tion could end up harming the very group of beneficiaries the music industry is 
claiming to fight for: musicians. While the rhetoric of the value gap attempts to 
portray a unified front between right holders, music labels, and artists as allies 
fighting against YouTube, a hidden part of the narrative remains the distribution 
of revenues among different stakeholders within the music industry, with the 
vast majority of income generated through online streaming going to record 
labels rather than to musicians. This, Elkin-Koren et al. (2020) argue, raises 
some concerns over the alignment of goals represented by the music indus-
try, as well as the ability of changes in the copyright laws to close the so-called  
value gap.

Conclusions

In response to the MP3 crisis of the early twentieth century, digital platforms 
have demonstrated a capacity to reconfigure music industry business models, 
stem overall industry losses, and develop new sources of revenue. But in so 
doing, they have also fractured taken for granted ways of doing business and 
created new sets of winners and losers, prompting concerns over fair returns 
derived from normative expectations forged in an earlier conjuncture. As reve-
nues continue to grow and streaming platforms sink into the background of the 
music business, new moral economies based on new taken for granted ways of 
working will be formed. In this chapter, we have argued that the MSPs are digital 
platforms that have their own dynamics of economic transformation, and which 
encourage capital concentration and centralization. They also reflect existing 
structural inequalities and amplify them in new ways. Platforms have served 
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to reinforce the power structures of the traditional musical economy but have 
added new dynamics based on a winner-takes-all sensibility.

We have argued that many of the moral economy arguments developed 
around the music industries in the face of the growing dominance of platforms 
are flawed, because they fail to recognize the agency of music corporations in 
the platform economy, particularly given their extensive stakes in MSPs such as 
Spotify (Vonderau 2019). Moreover, such arguments disregard the nature of the 
platform business model and the need to balance assets with liabilities. Moral 
economy arguments circulate because there remains sufficient institutional 
memory within the music industries that remembers all too well the damage 
done by P2P networks in the early twentieth century. While platforms may be 
the new corporate titans, they were formed in the libertarian furnace of Silicon 
Valley, and MSPs share the DNA – and indeed, in some cases, the same code 
– as the P2P networks that laid waste to the established business models of the 
music industries (Eriksson et al. 2019). It may also be that senior figures in the 
music industries can see that platforms are coming to colonize all aspects of the 
diverse “value ecology” of the musical economy. Platforms play an ever more 
critical role in the mobilization of affect, and the conversion of fan enthusiasm 
into income. Streaming services are now even making inroads into the final pre-
serve of the musical value economy once considered to be immune to the reach 
of platforms, live performance. These are issues which we shall address in the 
subsequent chapters of this book. But first, in the next chapter, we expand on 
some of the issues raised here with regards to the complex relationships that 
exists between the major corporations, MSPs and other key actors within the 
music industry, with a particular focus on rights and rent extraction.
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3
RIGHTS AND RENTS IN THE PLATFORM  
MUSIC INDUSTRIES

Introduction

One way of understanding the story of the recorded music industry over a 
40-year period is to see it as a process of socio-technological evolution, based 
around shifting formats. Traditionally, as in the case of the compact disc for 
example, the recorded music industry organizes to first resist new formats but 
then negotiates with large technology companies to ensure that a format does 
not undermine returns on intellectual property rights in sound recordings 
(Knopper 2009). In this respect, MP3 was an “accidental format”, developed as 
an open compression programme for work on interactive television, which es-
caped into the emerging online worlds of software programmers and hackers. 
The format was quickly adopted by an array of rapidly changing peer-to-peer 
(P2P) networks. As the previous chapter argued, these early platforms consti-
tuted the first wave of platformization in the music industries.

In contrast to such a view, Wikström (2020) insists that the recorded music 
industries are better understood as copyright industries, and that this provides 
an important starting point for the conceptualization of the music economy in 
the digital age. Indeed, we contend that the negative impacts of the rise of P2P 
networks on the music industries can be best understood through this lens. 
Operating mainly as illegal digital intermediaries and offering the promise of free 
access to music catalogues that they did not own so as to attract users to their 
networks, their use of copyrighted material without permission or recompense 
saw the revenues of the holders of music rights go into a precipitous decline. This 
was addressed only after the major corporations of the recorded music industry 
negotiated with large technology companies to reset platform reintermediation 
on more favourable – and financially sustainable – terms. First, Apple’s iTunes 
store, which began trading in in 2004, built on experiments by firms such as 
eMusic to allow customers to buy MP3 downloads, which allowed rights holders 
to be paid. This was shortly followed by the emergence of streaming platforms, 
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as firms such as Spotify, Deezer and Apple Music developed revenue-generating 
business models, and returned the major corporations to profitability. As argued 
in Chapter 2, the advance of the music steaming platforms constituted the sec-
ond wave of platform intermediation in the music industries.

In this chapter, we build on our previous arguments to considering the 
broader framework of music rights in which the platform music industries op-
erate, and especially in relation to the relationship that exists between major 
corporations and other key actors in the music industries, most notably the 
MSPs. As we have noted, the business model of MSPs requires access to the 
catalogues of recorded music owned by large music corporations, the depth and 
breadth of which are used to recruit users from whom revenues can be extracted 
through subscriptions or advertising (Arditi 2019). Yet, MSPs operate within a 
highly oligopolistic recorded music industry made up of a very small number 
of incumbent corporations that each prioritize intellectual property protection. 
And the monetary value of the music catalogues controlled by the large record 
companies is significant. By 2023, it was estimated that as much as $45.5 bil-
lion was generated through an exploitation of the rights vested in recordings, 
publishing and performance (Page 2024). The rise of digital music distribution 
platforms has led to claims of structural and organizational inertia amongst the 
major corporations and an overestimation of the power of the big record labels 
(Negus 2019). Further, as we shall outline in subsequent chapters, revolution-
ary narratives have pointed to the possibilities of the democratization of music 
production and consumption, and to some predictions of even more radical 
processes of disintermediation (as we shall discuss in Chapter 5, for example, 
in the context of blockchain-enabled decentralized autonomous organizations).

However, the major label system remains intact. Certainly, the platformization 
of the music economy has, as Negus (2019) notes, drawn the music corporations 
into tensions with BigTech digital conglomerates and MSPs. But platforms have 
certainly not displaced the recorded music industry incumbents; rather, the 
major music corporations and the MSPs have become bound together through 
a system of rent extraction (Meier & Manzerolle 2019). We consider this system 
further in the following section, before then reflecting on some of the specific 
characteristics of music rights, how they function and result in revenues, and 
how they shape contracts between record labels and artists. Following this, we 
examine the growing interest of financial markets in investing in music rights, 
and the drivers that have seen investors, including pension funds, banks and 
private equity firms, buy stakes in music publishers and catalogues. Finally, we 
consider the recent emergence of machine learning generative AI music systems 
and the questions these systems raise about both distributive justice and the 
adequacy of existing copyright regimes.



RIGHTS AND RENTS IN THE PLATFORM MUSIC INDUSTRIES

43

Rights, rents and incumbents

Christophers (2020: xxiv) describes rent as “income derived from the owner-
ship, possession or control of scarce assets under conditions of limited or no 
competition”. In industries centred on the ownership of intellectual property, 
he argues, IP rights owners can secure monopoly powers over their assets. Or, 
to put it in more simply, rent is a payment to an economic actor (the rentier) 
who receives this income purely by controlling something valuable. It is such 
a system of rent extraction, we argue, taken together with the volatile nature 
of the market for music, which has encouraged the formation of a very power-
ful oligopoly in the market for musical intellectual property. Indeed, we would 
argue that the steadfast ownership of music rights exercised by the incumbent 
music corporations means that it is they, not the streaming platforms, which 
hold the balance of power in the contemporary music industries, doing so by 
exploiting an “intellectual monopoly”. Yet, as Christophers (2020: xxv) argues, in 
rentierism “income derives simultaneously both from the control of an asset and 
from the work involved in delivery of the product or service underwritten by it”. 
That is, assets only generate income when they are “put to work”. In this respect, 
while the major record labels play a crucial role in marketing, it is the rise of 
MSPs that has allowed large music corporations to better marshal rents from 
their assets. In many markets, platforms seek entry to take advantage of their 
ability to become key intermediaries in multi-sided markets, to become rentiers 
of the network (Langley & Leyshon 2017). In the platform music industries, rent 
takes the form of the licence fees paid by MSPs to the corporations. MSPs face 
a powerful oligopoly with whom they must directly negotiate rights agreements 
to access the most commercially successful music on their platforms, for which 
they function as an intermediary, allowing audiences, in return for a subscrip-
tion fee (or otherwise be exposed to advertising, which also generates income 
for the platform), access to a vast and ever-expanding musical archive. It is from 
these fees and advertising revenues that MSPs pay for the licences granted by 
the music corporations.

For Christophers (2020: xviii), business models based on rentierism represent 
a kind of “balance sheet capitalism”. In the contemporary music industries, the 
role of recorded music on the balance sheet differs between its major corporate 
actors. For the large music corporations, their back catalogues of copyrighted 
music are incontrovertibly seen as assets, which generate income through use, 
either through sales of licensing agreements with other media organizations 
or streaming platforms. However, for the streaming platforms, while access to 
these back catalogues certainly serves as business-critical asset (by generating 
income for each stream initiated by users) as we argued in the previous chapter 
it is also a liability, as platforms are obliged to make rental payments to rights 
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owners for each stream. In this regard, the accumulation and maintenance of a 
population of users that will pay a regular subscription represents an important 
asset to streaming platforms. This is reflected in the innovations in user inter-
faces and services that are designed to keep audiences engaged. Furthermore, 
the major record labels have used their incumbent positions to negotiate prefer-
ential licensing agreements with, and acquire equity stakes in, a range of stream-
ing platforms and companies (Negus 2019). In the case of Spotify, for example, 
the three major corporations together control about two-thirds of its streaming 
catalogue; if combined with Merlin – a digital rights agency for independent 
record labels with a membership of some 20,000 independent record labels and 
distributors – just four organizations hold the rights for the music that makes 
up 87 per cent of Spotify’s streams (Simon 2019). This has further strengthened 
the position of the major music corporations as incumbents. While MSPs con-
tinue to post significant net losses despite significant increases in paying users, 
the record label oligopoly has reaped significant profits from the digital music 
boom. This, as Meier and Manzerolle (2019: 555) argue, is demonstrative of how 
platform accumulation “is structurally biased to support existing capital”.

Music rights represent intangible assets that allow the leading firms to en-
hance their market power, restricting the use of music both within production 
and consumption (Durand & Milberg 2020). Intellectual property aims to cre-
ate an artificial monopoly over assets to enable the capture of monopoly rents 
(Montgomery & Potts 2009). As Meier and Manzerolle (2019: 548) argue, al-
though users of streaming services have access to a seemingly non-depletable 
resource (music), “copyright regimes are used to (attempt to) maintain artificial 
scarcity”, and in this way, legal monopoly rents artificially ration the use of the 
protected intangible asset (Durand & Milberg 2020) as a “pure source of rent 
and distortion” (see Montgomery & Potts 2009: 247). This is an example of what 
Pagano (2014) has termed “intellectual monopoly capitalism” where monopoly 
is not only based on market power due to skills and management, but on a legal 
monopoly exercised over some items. In this case, intellectual monopoly infers 
the right to control subsequent use of music as exercised through “downstream 
licensing”, as opposed to the right to own and sell music (Boldrin & Levine 2002).

Furthermore, as the focus of value generation in the music industries has 
shifted towards driving users towards MSPs, the entrenched commercial and 
promotional logics of the industries’ “superstar economy” (Rosen 1981; Krueger 
2005) have persisted, with superstar performers receiving the lion’s share of pro-
motion and attention (Meier & Manzerolle 2019). The rights of superstar artists 
tend to be controlled by the major corporations, and a very small proportion 
of all the music available on MSPs accounts for most of the streams generated. 
This asymmetry is likely to increase over time, given that in 2023 there were an 
estimated 120,000 new music audio files added to streaming services every day 
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(Stassen 2023), which was more than twice the number than as recently as 2020 
(Page 2020). This means that nearly all of these tracks are more likely than not 
to lose the battle for attention (cf. Wu 2016). The power that the major corpora-
tions exercise over their catalogue gives them significant control over MSPs as 
“chokepoints” of digital music distribution.

Yet the complex relations between major music corporations goes beyond 
MSPs alone. The role of the major corporations as major catalogue owners, and 
strict enforcers of the related copyright, has brought them into conflict with a 
range of other platforms that use music to support content. In January 2024, for 
example, Universal Music Group (UMG) issued an open letter to TikTok – the 
Chinese owned social media platform that allows users to make short-form vid-
eos, many of which are soundtracked with licensed music – which accused the 
platform of attempting to “bully” and “intimidate” the music group into accepting 
a new rights deal that offered less than fair market value and not reflective of the 
platform’s growth. UMG warned that if a fair deal were not reached, then their 
significant catalogue of music would be removed from TikTok. Furthermore, 
UMG were highly critical of TikTok’s arguments regarding the value of the “free 
promotion” of the music group’s artists, arguing that it represented an outdated 
view that did not recognize the need to fairly compensate artists. Subsequently, 
in March 2024 with no deal reached, TikTok began removing music that had 
been written or co-written by songwriters signed to Universal Music Publishing 
Group (UMPG). This was significant in terms of the availability of the most 
popular music on the platform: an analysis by Billboard suggested that in the 
final quarter of 2023, 41 of the top 100 tracks on TikTok were released by UMG 
labels, and that UMPG has an ownership interest in the compositions for 61 
of the top 100 (Dredge 2024a). Yet, by May 2024, the dispute was settled and 
TikTok in a position to restore millions of songs to the platform. UMG claimed 
that TikTok had agreed to several changes to the use of copyrighted material 
that delivered better financial compensation for artists and songwriters than did 
the deal in operation prior to the dispute (although the financial details of the 
new deal were not released). This resolution also included commitments from 
TikTok to work with UMG to remove unauthorized AI-generated music from 
the platform, and to provide new tools to improve artist and songwriter attri-
bution, which had been the source of related concerns for UMG (Gerken 2024).

Examples such as this would seem to support Wikstrom’s (2009) asserta-
tion that decision makers in the music industries continue to defend their old 
core businesses despite an ongoing radical transformation of the media envi-
ronment. Business models and fundamental industry structures remain more 
or less as they were when music was consumed through physical formats, and 
therefore, as discussed earlier, copyright remains the key mechanism through 
which this defence of assets takes place. As Scharf (2022) argues, technologies 
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and intermediaries in the music industries have now evolved around copyright 
law, as opposed to the other way around. In the era of streaming, copyright 
is centrally important in establishing the initial proprietary rights that enable 
subsequent digital rights management and licence-based online exploitation. As 
the key mechanism for protecting and managing the content offered on such 
platforms, the strict defence of copyright has enabled the major rights-holding 
corporations to successfully exploit both the volume and the popularity of the 
content they represent during the emergence of the streaming era (Kjus 2022a). 
In this regard, it can be seen as indicative of a re-establishment of power in the 
music industries that is now allied with streaming platforms (Scharf 2022). Yet, 
as discussed in Chapter 2 in relation to artist remuneration and legal under-
standings of what type of consumption music steaming represents, this has not 
been uncontentious.

Concerns have also been expressed that the operation of digital rights man-
agement in conjunction with licence agreements with a keen eye to rates of 
return and cash flows may have future implications for music chart diversity 
(Scharf 2022). Wikstrom (2009), for example, argues that within the wider 
economy it is not by developing intellectual properties more efficiently than its 
competitors that will make a copyright firm prosper in the long term, but rather 
by continuously developing new intellectual properties. In the music industries 
too, he argues, successful new products are typically produced by firms that 
embrace the intrinsic high-risk nature of the music business. However, in the 
post-crisis recorded music industries of the early 2000s, firms typically adopted 
defensive and risk reduction strategies that have more immediate results with 
regards to short term financial goals, rather than revenue-enhancing strategies, 
which are associated with considerable time lags before returns are accrued. 
Such risk aversion, he argues, has had an impact new talent development and 
reducing long-term competitiveness. Such an observation is echoed by Benner 
and Waldfogel (2016) who argue that major labels have responded to recent 
technological changes in the recorded music industry by shifting their efforts 
away from the discovery of “new-to-the-world” talent in favour of a focus on 
leveraging previously successful artists. In a book that focused on the growing 
ranks of what might be described as a popular music gerontocracy, made up of 
artists with careers spanning 50–60 years, many of whom were still perform-
ing in their eighth and nineth decades, the journalist David Hepworth asked 
the question, “How did pop music, which was once supposed to be exclusively 
about the shock of the new, come to have such a comfortable relationship with 
its past?” (2024: xii). The tendency, identified by Benner and Waldfogel, of re-
cord labels to increasingly promote artists that have already been successful on 
the Billboard top 200 and top 50 lists, is clearly one of the reasons. They suggest  
that:
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This persistence in deploying high cost complementary resources and 
capabilities by the major labels likely arises due to the continued value 
of incumbents’ complementary assets specifically for the most promis-
ing, broadest in market appeal, and therefore highest-revenue segment 
of the market. The most promising artists that are leveraged by the 
major labels as they become increasingly selective are likely to benefit 
from – and demand – the higher cost distribution and promotion capa-
bilities of the major labels. In turn, in the face of declining revenue, the 
usefulness and value of these interlinked traditional capabilities likely 
pushes the major labels to continue to select the types of predictably 
promising talent that will benefit from these relatively expensive and 
interrelated capabilities.� (Benner & Waldfogel 2016: 124)

At the same time, Benner and Waldfogel argue that this greater selectivity coin-
cides with an overall decline in the number of major label music releases. This 
contrasts with their analysis of independent labels which, they suggest, are pro-
ducing more music and adopting lower cost approaches to activities enabled by 
technological change. Digital technologies, they note, have also reduced costs 
associated with production, distribution, and promotion, lowering barriers to 
entry for new independent entrants. The major corporations, in contrast, are 
“continuing to deploy expensive interrelated resources and capabilities, now in 
the narrower segment of the market where they are likely to retain their value” 
(Benner & Waldfogel 2016: 145). We see this as being reflective of one of the 
broader characteristics of rentier capitalism whereby rent-based asset incomes 
are associated with the extraction rather than the creation of value, or what 
Christophers (2020: 171) describes as particular mode of rentierism that invests 
“time and money more in sweating existing rent-generating assets than in carry-
ing out the research and development necessary to create new ones”.

The economics of music rights

Tschmuck (2017) argues that the recorded music industry is not a pure mo-
nopoly. Rather, music markets are shaped by monopolistic competition. Record 
companies act as monopolists in the sense that copyright grants an exclusive 
right to market recordings. However, a given recording by a given artist released 
on a given record label competes with other artists and record labels. As such, 
Tschmuck argues, while each company has a monopoly over its products, other 
record labels make similar products that compete for the same consumers. 
From this perspective music markets can be understood as a monopolistically 
competitive market characterized by many sellers, with product differentiation, 
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which allows for free entry and exit. Yet, the conditions within the recorded 
music industry are not the same for all, being shaped (as are other sectors of the 
music industries including publishing and the live music business) by a few large 
dominant major corporations. Unlike the significant number of other smaller 
independent companies in the market, who operate within a monopolistically 
competitive market, these major corporations exist within an oligopoly, making 
strategic business decisions set in the context of the decisions of the other large 
and dominant companies. As Tschmuck (2017) points out, this oligopoly has 
characteristics that lie somewhere between monopoly and perfect competition: 
output is greater than the level produced under conditions of monopoly but 
lower than the level of perfect competition. Meanwhile, the oligopoly price is 
lower than the monopoly price but higher than it would be if the market were 
fully competitive. As a result, oligopolistic firms do not seek to maximize prof-
its at all costs but look to maximize their market share, to increase the size of 
the company relative to the other firms with the oligopoly. Thus, it is common 
for a major record label to grow by buying independent labels to enlarge their 
catalogue of copyrighted master recordings, or to undertake other forms of cat-
alogue acquisition, such as buying directly from artists or other rights holders.

Copyright can be understood as a kind of “bundle” of “rights” that can be sold 
or licensed (Marshall & Frith 2004). This “bundle” typically centres around the 
right to reproduce a work, to recreate a work, to create derivative works, to per-
form the work and to distribute the work (Galuszka & Legiedz 2024). Two main 
types of intellectual property exist in the music industries. First, there are what 
are referred to as “composition”, “publishing” or “song” rights, through which 
music publishers control the distribution of written compositions (the music 
and accompanying lyrics), either on behalf of songwriters, or for music which 
they themselves own. This form of musical intellectual property is the oldest, 
predating as it does the birth of the recording industry (Attali 1985). Second, 
there are “recording” or “master” rights, through which record labels or record-
ing artists control a particular recording of a song, track or sound performance 
(see Cooke 2020). These rights generate a number of different revenue streams, 
including for example mechanical royalties (when a song is reproduced and sold 
or streamed); public performance royalties (when a song is performed publicly); 
and synchronization royalties (generated when music is synchronized with visual 
images such as in movies, video games, television and advertisements). We shall 
revisit these revenue streams in Chapter 5 in the context of music publishing, 
social media and the incomes of independent artists. For now, it is important to 
note that music publishing has been central to the major corporations’ oligop-
oly: having both record labels and publishing arms within the same corporate 
organization has allowed music companies to consolidate control over both 
master and song rights, managing these rights to maximize revenue.
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Control of copyright holds a vital importance within the recorded music in-
dustries because of the way music is configured as a cultural product. For record 
labels, music recordings represent highly specific investments with particular 
characteristics. Recordings represent sunk costs for labels, in the sense that if the 
recording is not commercially successful, the financial capital invested within 
the recording is lost. This issue is exacerbated by the high levels of uncertainty 
surrounding commercial success in the recorded music industry, with only rel-
atively few recordings breaking even. Therefore, as Tschmuck (2017) contends, 
copyright represents a form of “insurance” against poor business decisions as it 
allows labels to exploit a recording over a longer timeframe, helping to decrease 
the uncertainty around the original investment. The uncertainty around com-
mercial success in music results in record companies seeking to gain control over 
almost all intellectual property rights linked with music creation (ibid.), through 
contracts that are “tipped” in the label’s favour (Cooke 2020) so that they capture 
the majority of revenues from sales and streaming. While in many cases record 
deals specify a 50/50 split between label and artist, larger labels command a 
share greater than that of the artist and it is not unusual for contracts to specify 
a revenue split of 90/10 in favour of the label.1 Contracts often centre on the 
exclusive transfer of the copyright for a recording (excluding the composition 
rights) from an artist to a record label in perpetuity, completely monopolizing a 
musician’s creative work. In return, the record company typically provides the 
artist with an advance against future royalties (typically around 13–14 per cent 
of streaming and other sales revenues), whilst also allocating money and re-
sources to marketing the artist’s work (Krueger 2019). However, nine out of ten 
artists who sign to a major label will not cover their advance and expenses and 
therefore will not collect any royalties (ibid.), but nor will they be responsible for 
any financial losses.

Spurred by a decline in recorded music industry revenue caused by illegal 
file sharing, record companies began to explore so-called “360 deals” which ex-
panded their access to more profitable fields of industry activity (Marshall 2013). 
The “360” deal is so named because it “encircles the contracted artist so that 
non-record-related activities and revenues formerly beyond the reach of the re-
cording contract become subject to “participation” by the contracting company” 
(Stahl & Meier 2012: 442). Such activities are inclusive of a range of revenue 
streams, such as, for example, music publishing, touring, merchandising and 
endorsement, but can even go as far to include the corporate licensing of names, 
images and logos, and other new-media-enabled opportunities for monetization 

1	 This is comparable with other rights-based industries; for example, in the traditional 
book business, publishers absorb the majority of book revenues, typically paying authors 
royalties that range between 10–15 per cent (Parker et al. 2016).
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of the artist persona. As Stahl and Meier (2012) describe, within 360 deals the 
record company may adapt an “active” or “passive” role in controlling these 
activities vis-à-vis the artist. Yet in either dynamic they note how these deals 
positioned record companies to take an increasing share of incomes which were 
previously collected entirely by artists and off-limits to record companies.

Since the emergence of these deals in the early 2010s, the shift towards 
streaming as primary method for music consumption, together with new mar-
keting and branding opportunities made possible by a variety of other platforms, 
encouraged changes in the structure and focus of 360 deals. Kjus (2022b), for 
example, notes how there has been a rise in the issuing of record contracts for 
single tracks at the expense of the traditional album project, due to the way 
in which streaming encourages the consumption of individual tracks through 
flexible playlists. Kjus also finds that where longer-term contracts are signed, 
the traditional two to three albums deal has frequently been replaced with one 
that stipulates to up to nineteen singles, committing artists to shorter but more 
frequent projects. This, he argues, represents a refining of the economic logic 
of option contracts such that record labels can review the success of each single 
before deciding whether to invest in the next. Such contracts are designed to re-
duce the economic risk faced by labels, while at the same time expressing “more 
exhaustive claims to the exploitation of copyright-protected work in the digital 
context” (Kjus 2022b: 475). The risk offloaded by labels falls elsewhere, mainly on 
artists. Such contracts reduce the scope and predictability of their work, and the 
amount of funded time and other resources available to develop music projects. 
As such, 360 contracts in the digital era represent a continuation and extension 
of the “deep-seated imbalances in artist-label relations (Kjus 2022b: 475) that are 
longstanding within the music industries.

Music rights and financialization

As well as a kind of insurance, copyright also functions as a market entry barrier 
in the music industries (Towse 2011; Tschmuck 2017). The only way a compet-
ing firm can legally obtain and exploit an existing copyrighted recording is by 
buying the rights from the owner – or indeed acquiring or merging with the 
firms that owns the copyrights – or by acquiring a licence to use them (which, 
as we shall discuss in Chapter 4 in relation to MusicTech, has issues of both 
permissions and cost). As argued above, the monopolization of control over 
music works by the major corporations has led to a decline in the level of com-
petition in the music industries and a tendency towards the oligopolization of 
music industries structures (Tschmuck 2017). This includes not only the control 
of catalogues of songs released through their labels but is also underpinned by 
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their financial ability to purchase other catalogues. As recently as June 2024, for 
example, Sony Music paid over £1 billion to purchase the rights to the catalogue 
of the band Queen outside of North America,2 along with a variety of other 
rights, representing the largest purchase for a single artist’s catalogue in history 
(McIntyre 2024). In October 2024, Sony Music purchased the recorded music 
catalogue, name, and likeness rights of the band Pink Floyd for $400 million.

Nevertheless, recently we have seen a series of new players emerge in music 
markets, centred around the growing interest of financial markets in investing 
in music rights. While investment in music rights is not new, it traditionally 
came from within the music industries. However, since the late 1990s inves-
tors, including pension funds, banks and private equity firms, began purchasing 
music publishers and catalogues (Galuszka & Legiedz 2024). A series of new 
companies emerged which made substantial investment in the catalogues of 
high-profile artists and offered investors the opportunity to invest in the funds 
that owned songs and their associated musical intellectual property rights. The 
capitalization of copyright assets in fact foreshadowed the later roll out of the 
360-degree deal because both are driven by the same logic, which is to buy the 
rights to an income stream, at a discount. A discount rate is a standard financial 
calculation which is used to convert future cash flows in an equivalent one-off 
up-front sum or present value. It reflects the time value of money, accounting 
for the idea that a sum of money today is worth more than the same sum in the 
future due to its potential earning capacity. The discount rate is used to equate 
future cash flows to their present value, making it easier to compare and evaluate 
the value of money received at different times. Factors influencing the discount 
rate include the risk-free rate (such as the rate paid by US and UK government 
bonds, for example), inflation expectations, and the risk premium associated 
with the uncertainty surrounding the cash flow.

For music companies, 360-degree deals were attractive because they could 
take the risk that they would be better able to exploit the opportunities around 
an artist’s varied income streams over time, purchased at a discount now to what 
the income streams might generate over time. For the artists, such deals were 
attractive because although they gave up the right to a future sum of money that 
might be in excess of the sum they were paid by music companies in exchange 
for these rights, the discounted sum of money was brought forward in time. 
Purchasing the rights to the back catalogues of music by artists is based on a 
similar logic with a similar discount rate; artists are able to bring forward in time 

2	 Which, according to Simpson (2024), are owned by Disney “in perpetuity”, although some 
of the band’s remaining royalties from them will go to Sony once the deal closes. Similarly, 
the group’s distribution deal, which is currently with Universal, will transfer to Sony in all 
territories outside North America when that expires in a couple of years
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the income they might earn in the future which, particularly for older and more 
established artists, is at least delivered in their lifetime.

The first example of the capitalization of music rights is broadly accredited 
to David Pullman, a financial trader who began his career buying and selling 
mortgage-backed securities. In 1997, as managing director of Fahenstock & 
Company’s Structured Assets sale group, he pioneered the securitization of 
music rights when he converted the future income of David Bowie’s royalty and 
publishing income into a $55 million ten-year bond issue (Chen 2000). The fi-
nancial engineering involved has been succinctly described by McCrum:

Bowie struck a licensing deal with EMI for his back catalogue giving the 
group the rights to release 25 Bowie albums from between 1969 and 
1990. These included his most popular work – Ziggy Stardust, Aladdin 
Sane, Hunky Dory and Let’s Dance – as well as unreleased studio and 
live recordings. He was guaranteed more than 25 per cent of the royal-
ties from wholesale sales in the US. Those rights were then securitized, 
turned into $55m of Bowie Bonds, offering a 7.9 per cent annual cou-
pon. The bonds were “self-liquidating”, meaning the principal declined 
each year, and the rating agency Moody’s blessed the deal with an in-
vestment grade credit rating.� (McCrum 2016; no pagination)

The self-liquidating quality of the bonds meant that the money invested would 
be paid back to investors at the end of the ten-year term, which required bor-
rowers to ensure that they either put the money received to work, by purchasing 
even higher yielding assets or having access to other income streams or sources 
of debt to ensure that funds are available to repay the principal when the bonds 
expire. The interest rate, at 7.9 per cent, which was paid on top of the princi-
pal, was higher than background rates of interest, but was necessary to attract 
money to an investment inherently riskier than risk-free government debt. But 
the interest rate was also based in part on an estimation of the income that could 
be gleaned through the royalty and publishing payments accruing to an artist 
with the status and fan base of David Bowie. By the mid-1990s, a typical CD 
retailed at $18 in the US, and at around $25–30 in Europe and Japan (Strauss 
1995), while Bowie sold around 1 million albums per year, which promised lu-
crative returns. Encouraged by the uptake of the offer, similar securitizations 
were quickly arranged by Pullman for the rights of other storied artists such 
as James Brown, Holland-Dozier-Holland, the Isley Brothers and Ashford & 
Simpson (Chen 2000).

These financial instruments strongly resembled existing forms of securitiza-
tion, not only in their design, but also in the way they shifted risk from sellers 
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to investors, who were nevertheless attracted to the bonds because of their 
promised returns over prevailing interest rates and inflation. As Chen (2000) 
notes, even as these financial instruments were developed, there were concerns 
about the wider applicability of such deals due to the high levels of information 
asymmetry in the music industries, and the fickle nature of taste and fashion 
that means that the demand for music is very volatile. But it was not individual 
artists waning in popularity that ultimately threatened such deals, but rather 
the broader structural changes underway in the music industries as MP3s and 
P2P networks laid waste to much of the royalty and publishing income that 
underpinned the bonds. According to McCrum (2016), Bowie Bonds evolved 
out of an initial interest expressed by the artist in selling the ownership of his 
Master recordings in exchange for an upfront free, which given his later pres-
cient pronouncements on the implications of the internet on music revenues, 
may have been prompted by an intimation that, as far as music rights were 
concerned, he was currently at the top of what would be a rapidly deflating mar-
ket. Persuaded otherwise by Pullman in favour of securitization, Bowie not only 
kept the ownership of his Masters but benefitted from the multi-million invest-
ment in exchange for revenue income which, as the recorded music industry fell 
into crisis, declined precipitously, bringing the sales of his records down with it. 
By 2004 Bowie Bonds, originally deemed to be a high-quality investment, were 
downgraded to junk bond status, a form of investment that has a high rate of 
default due to the weakness of the underlying payments upon which they are 
based.

However, although the bonds came under stress, they did not default, and 
at the end of their ten-year term in 2007 they were liquidated, investors were 
repaid, and the income from royalties and publishing reverted back to David 
Bowie and his management company. But investment in such celebrity bonds 
proved to be a chastening experience against the background of the ongoing 
crisis of the recorded music industry. These were amplified by the breaking of 
the global financial crisis in 2008, particularly as they revolved around forms of 
securitization that provided the templates for Bowie Bonds and the like, namely 
mortgage-backed securities. As a result, there was understandably very little im-
mediate appetite for similar attempts to capitalize music royalty and publishing 
income. Yet, during this wider crisis, the seeds of renewal in music capitalization 
were taking form, through the rise first of digital platforms that enabled legal 
downloads, and then music streaming platforms (MSPs) that not only ensured 
a steadier flow of funds. This once more made music amenable to capitalization 
through the ownership of music rights.

New forms of investment have emerged which reflect the changing finan-
cialized realities in which artists and music industries operate since platform- 
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based music streaming became the dominant form of music consumption in 
the major music markers of the Global North (Galuszka & Legiedz 2024). The 
success of streaming services has been crucial in demonstrating the potential 
of copyright as an asset: not only did streaming demonstrate that music could 
once again generate revenue following the MP3 crisis, but it generates steady 
and predictable revenue over an extended period of time. As Leyshon and Thrift 
(2007: 98) argue, the early twenty-first century heralded a period of contempo-
rary financial capitalism in which processes of securitization sought to “identify 
almost anything that might provide a stable source of income, on which specu-
lation might be built”, and in this respect music rights, in theory at least, provide 
such a stable and continuing income stream. Thus, MSPs have played a pivotal 
role in music rights becoming an attractive asset in financial markets. Unlike 
physical formats, streaming monetizes consumption rather than transactions, 
and furthermore streaming services are able to provide detailed data on the 
profitability of particular songs and particular catalogues of music. This data, 
Galuszka and Legiedz (2024) argue, allows investors to see the performance of 
these “assets” and thus is central to earning the trust of financial markets, along 
with a belief that platform-based music streaming will remain the dominant 
form of music consumption into the future.

One of the most high-profile of the companies purchasing the rights to music 
in the post-Bowie Bond period has been Kobalt Music Group, which was founded 
in 2000, and describes itself as an independent music rights management and 
music publishing company. The corporate history recounted on its web site tells 
a heroic story of its founders’ ability to successfully lean into the digital transi-
tion that was disrupting the traditional music industry to bring about a more 
efficient – but also lucrative – reintermediation of rights and revenues:

The start-up built a platform to maximize efficiency, accuracy, and 
transparency across the billions of micro-payments collected in today’s 
highly complex digital world. As traditional music companies fought 
technology and contracted, Kobalt embraced it and grew, building a 
global digital music infrastructure and world-class creative team pur-
posely designed to usher in the streaming era and a more fair, reward-
ing music business for creators.3

Initially focusing on music publishing, Kobalt sought to exploit the complexi-
ties and lags in the system for collecting royalties on behalf of publishing rights 
holders, caused by the legacy system of rights collection, which passed through 
largely national based organizations. For example, the Paris-based International 

3	 See Kobalt Music; https://www.kobaltmusic.com/who-we-are/. 

https://www.kobaltmusic.com/who-we-are/
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Confederation of Societies of Authors and Composers (CISAC) contains as 
many as 133 national based performance rights collection societies within its 
music division.4

The … efficiency and accuracy of its electronic royalty collections and 
reporting system … is at the core of its administrative services. This 
system – designed, owned and operated solely by Kobalt – automat-
ically communicates with and collects directly from the majority of 
its international content users; the data from these transactions being 
managed by a singular database. Given the lag time inherent in foreign 
sub publisher reporting and remittance of licensing and royalty monies 
owed, Kobalt’s ability to bypass these entities allows it to pay its clients 
more quickly (an estimated 50 per cent faster) and more accurately 
than publishers doing so by more traditional means.

(Alberti 2011; no pagination)

It was the success of this model that encouraged the firm to move into other 
areas of rights management, and in 2011 create a record labels services division 
(Peters 2023), and establish Kobalt Capital Ltd (KCL) as an investment manage-
ment focused on music rights. This was the world’s first regulated music royalties 
investment fund, raising $350 million to spend on music rights. In 2017, KCL 
closed its second managed fund (Fund II) to invest in music copyright, with a 
capacity of $600 million through $345 million of equity commitments plus debt, 
led by the UK railways pension scheme Railpen, along with other institutional 
investors (Ingham 2017). Subsequently, in December 2017 KCL acquired Songs 
Music Publishing’s catalogue for a reported $150 million, competitively bidding 
against other major players in the music publishing business (Paine 2017). In 
2021, leading global investment firm KKR, together with Dundee Partners, pur-
chased Fund II – which owned more than 62,000 copyrights by artists across 
pop, rock, hip hop, country and other genres – from KCL for approximately $1.1 
billion, with sister company Kobalt Music Publishing administering and servic-
ing the works under a multi-year agreement (Kobalt 2021). In November 2023, 
KCL announced a new partnership with investment funds managed by Morgan 
Stanley Tactical Value to invest more than $700 million to acquire music copy-
rights, with Kobalt managing the creative, synch, licensing, administration, and 
investment services for the copyrights (Morgan Stanley 2023). Soon afterwards, 
in March 2024, Kobalt increased its total funding capacity to over $1 billion, 

4	 See International Confederation of Societies of Authors and Composers (CISAC) 
membership list; https://members.cisac.org/CisacPortal/annuaire.do?method=members 
DirectoryList&by=directory&alpha=&rme=&domain=domain.music. 

https://members.cisac.org/CisacPortal/annuaire.do?method=membersDirectoryList&by=directory&alpha=&rme=&domain=domain.music
https://members.cisac.org/CisacPortal/annuaire.do?method=membersDirectoryList&by=directory&alpha=&rme=&domain=domain.music
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having obtained $266.5 million from an asset-backed securitization (Smith 
2024b). The success of Kobalt in raising such sums is demonstrative of the rap-
idly growing interest from financial markets in music assets during this period.

More recently, 2018 saw the launch of Hipgnosis, a British music intellectual 
property investment and song management company, which has rapidly gained 
prominence through an aggressive campaign to purchase music catalogues over 
a relatively brief period of time (Galuszka & Legiedz 2024). This buying spree, 
which exceeded $2 billion (Sisario 2024a), was enabled by the successful and 
repeated raising of money from new investors, which included for example 
the Church of England’s investment arm. Hipgnosis Songs Fund (HSF) was es-
tablished as an investment trust and listed on the main market of the London 
Stock Exchange in July 2018, before transferring to the premium segment in 
November 2019, and since March 2020 it has been a constituent of the FTSE 
250 Index. HSF, the listed entity, operates as an investment trust that owns the 
song rights, while a separate company, Hipgnosis Song Management (HSM), 
acts as is its “investment adviser” and does much of the work of acquiring assets. 
HSM is part owned by investment firm Blackstone (perhaps most well-known 
for real estate investment, see Christophers 2022) which in 2021 invested $1 
billion in the company to take majority control (Sisario 2024b). In November 
2020, Hipgnosis acquired 42 catalogues from Kobalt Capital’s first fund (Fund 
I) for $322.9 million, which was made up of 33,000 songs by 1,500 songwriters. 
Kobalt acted as Hipgnosis’ main publishing administrator, demonstrating the 
complex interdependencies within this developing financial sector. By the end of 
2022 HSF held rights to over 65,000 songs, valued at some $2.6 billion.

These are just two of the most high-profile investment companies amongst 
a plethora of new firms emerging in the last few years which have raised signif-
icant sums of money for catalogue purchases and begun selling music royalty 
shares. In May 2023, for example, South Korean investment firm Beyond Music 
announced that it had raised a further $170 million for catalogue acquisitions, 
taking it to a total of $400 million, with the company owning some 27,000 songs 
(Peoples 2023). Companies and funds of this type have made considerable ef-
forts to establish music as a recognized asset class. For example, HSF’s strategy 
of only investing in commercially successful catalogues sought to ensure that in-
vestment in music would offer predictable, reliable and “uncorrelated” revenues 
– that is, that would generate income regardless of macroeconomic conditions – 
over a long period of time. However, as Galuszka and Legiedz (2024) point out, 
HSF were required to become deeply entangled with the financial sector to fund 
catalogue purchases, using debt and leverage to fund its acquisitions. Moreover, 
Galuszka and Legiedz were also critical of HSF offering its investors uncorre-
lated revenues, noting that increases in interest rates would both increase the 
interest it must pay on capital, as well as making its assets comparatively less 
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attractive to investors. An additional risk in HSFs approach was that if investors 
believed that HSF paid more for the catalogues than they were actually worth, 
the company’s valuation would fall, making it harder for it to obtain new capital 
need to purchase further catalogues.

As the period of low interest rates came to an end in 2022, the relative at-
tractiveness of the investments in music assets in the firm’s funds declined. In 
the two years up to March 2024, the price of Hipgnosis shares was halved as 
investors started to reconsider the value of its underlying music assets, centred 
on concerns that the group had overpaid for catalogue acquisitions. Further, 
concerns were raised over the governance and debt levels of the group. In March 
2024, a reassessment of the firm’s assets in the context of higher interest rates 
resulted in a 26 per cent devaluation from its position only six months earlier 
(Sisario 2024a), which estimated a midpoint value of the music rights portfolio 
at $1.9 billion. As the company’s share price fell, it became more difficult to raise 
money to fund further additions to its portfolio of rights. The company’s board 
was subsequently charged with overseeing a strategic review that could lead 
to the sale of the group (Thomas 2024). In July 2024, following a bidding war, 
Hipgnosis announced its sale to Blackstone – which, as previously noted, al-
ready part owned Hipgnosis Song Management – for $1.6 billion (Bloom 2024; 
Sisario 2024b; Ingham 2024).

Artificial intelligence, music and copyright

As we have seen in the discussion presented so far, the music industries can be 
characterized in relation to their tendency to lurch from crisis to crisis. These 
arise in part because the music industries are often at the sharp end of the cre-
ative and media industries’ encounters with technological innovation. This has 
often seen the music industries considered as the “canary in the coal mine” for 
a range of socio-technical innovations. In Chapter 2, we discussed the period of 
relative stability that has now developed around music streaming as the primary 
mode of music consumption, in particular with regards to the return to profit-
ability of the industries’ major corporations. Building on this, in Chapter 4 we 
discussed how this stability has enabled the emergence of a platform centred 
MusicTech innovation ecosystem. Yet, as we write this, a new set of concerns 
has begun to develop regarding new developments in a potentially fundamen-
tally disruptive technology – namely artificial intelligence (AI) – and its po-
tential impacts upon the music industries. Although such technologies have 
existed for many years (Wooldridge 2021), it is only since the 2010s that new 
developments in AI technologies around automation, deep learning and gener-
ative AI, together with increased computing power and the commercialization 
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of distributed computer networks, have seen these technologies become more 
widespread and accessible (Bonini & Magaudda 2024). Furthermore, there has 
been a notable improvement in the quality of the music generated by AI due to 
advances in machine learning together with the accumulation of now massive 
datasets of digital music upon which machine learning systems can be trained 
(Drott 2021).

Two related sets of concerns are developing. First, there are fears that gener-
ative AI technologies may soon replace artists and musicians within the creative 
process, effectively “turning music creativity into something cold and functional” 
whilst at the same time favouring “a new way to make profit for online platforms 
and financial investors in the digital sector” (Bonini & Magaudda 2024: 122). 
There have been concerns, for example, that recent experiments by MSPs and 
BigTech companies in generative AI – seen in the recent formation of research 
groups such as Magenta at Google and the Creator Technology Research Lab 
(CTRL) at Spotify (Briot & Pachet 2020) – are leading towards a situation where 
significant amount of AI-generated music may flood on to platforms. For the 
MSPs, such a development would have significant financial benefits, given that 
it would avoid having to pay licensing costs to record labels. As discussed previ-
ously, these licensing costs represent a significant barrier to the MSPs achieving 
profitability. However, at the same time AI-generated music would likely displace 
the work of artists and musicians, competing against them for the limited pool 
of attention and streams available on the MSPs, whilst also diminishing the in-
come of record labels, music publishers and other intermediaries. Furthermore, 
as part of the emerging MusicTech ecosystem we discuss in Chapter 4, there has 
been notable growth in the number of start-ups seeking to commercialize music 
produced using AI in respect of a variety of different applications and uses. As 
Drott (2021) notes, computer generated works can be sold or licensed at very 
low prices, undercutting the market for human-composed production music.

Second, and of particular relevance to this chapter, there are growing con-
cerns around issues of copyright and authorship, which raise questions both 
with regards to distributive justice and the adequacy of existing copyright re-
gimes. As Drott (2021) outlines, there are two particular considerations here. 
First, there are issues relating to whether AI-generated music should be copy-
righted, and if so, to whom (or what) rights over the music produced should be 
awarded. Most copyright regimes are based upon human-centred understand-
ings of intellectual property (Clancy 2022; Li 2022) wherein machines cannot be 
designated as the legal authors of the works they generate. Therefore, debates 
about AI authorship tend to revolve around who is the most suitable among 
the human actors involved in AI music composition to be assigned copyright: 
this might include, for example, a machine’s programmers, its proprietors, or 
perhaps the client for whom the work is produced. For most AI start-ups and 
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research labs, this leaves them in a position where they are required to cede any 
claims to the music being produced, whilst carefully controlling the system that 
produced them (Drott 2021). Second, there are issues related to the music that 
constitutes the training set necessary for machine learners to learn. As Drott 
argues, much of the efficacy, and hence much of the value, of machine learners 
depends on the datasets on which they are trained (2021). The key question 
here then is centred on whether the material being used for training is under 
copyright. As Drott argues, it is highly likely that at least some of the training 
data used by generative AI music programmes falls under copyright. Therefore, 
copyright claims to the work produced by music AI are not limited to the people 
(or machines) producing the music, but also include the producers of the music 
used to train AI machine learning or those otherwise holding the right to this 
music.

Growing awareness of these issues has prompted major rights holders to de-
velop a series of defensive responses to threats to future income streams. In the 
same way that the immediate response of the music industries major corpora-
tions to illegal file sharing was to turn to litigation, major corporations are now 
bringing legal action against AI companies producing music trained on copy-
righted material. In May 2022, for example, the Recording Industry Association 
of America announced that lawsuits were being brought by the three major la-
bels against AI music generators Udio and Suno, accusing them of copyright in-
fringement. The lawsuits claimed that Suno and Udio’s software were trained on 
copyrighted music without permission and asked for compensation of $150,000 
per work produced, arguing that outputs from AI music generators are deriva-
tive works of copyrighted recordings. The lawsuit claimed a pattern where users 
of Udio’s service could generate outputs with vocal replicas of specific artists 
by entering prompts based on genres and descriptors of copyrighted record-
ings, replicating specific artists’ vocals (Berger 2024). In 2024, Universal Music 
Publishing Group sued Anthropic, an artificial intelligence company backed by 
the likes of Amazon, Google and Zoom, because of its use of copyrighted song 
lyrics (Paterno & Deneen 2024). Anthropic’s primary product was a chatbot 
which, when asked to generate song lyrics, provided responses containing lyrics 
extracted from copyright material. Such cases are indicative of ongoing battles 
between the music industries and generative AI companies over the unauthor-
ized use of copyrighted material, and the outcomes will shape the future rela-
tionship between the music industries, BigTech and AI start-ups.

Yet, as Drott (2021) argues, legal action against AI music generation is not 
straightforward. Demonstrating that a piece of work is derivative, for example, 
requires demonstrating substantial similarity as a key test for copyright in-
fringement; yet, the musical output of machine learning AI systems is more akin 
to a recomposition than a copy, meaning that in most instances output is not 
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substantially similar to any of the materials used to train the system (Deltorn & 
Macrez 2021). In addition, there is a significant practical challenge in “identify-
ing all the relevant copyright holders whose creations have been used to train 
an AI, determining the contribution their works made to its training, and ap-
portioning royalties accordingly” (Drott 2021: 200). Nevertheless, despite the 
challenge, there is evidence of a significant anxiety and concern among creative 
artists of all kinds about the implication of AI. For example, in October 2024, 
over 11,500 creative professionals added their name to the following statement 
on AOI training: “The unlicensed use of creative works for training generative 
AI is a major, unjust threat to the livelihoods of people behind these works and 
must not be permitted”.5

Such issues and concerns question the adequacy of existing human-cen-
tred copyright regimes in their treatment of both authorship and originality 
in the face of the advance of AI and suggest a re-evaluation of copyright rules 
and established norms is urgently required (Li 2022). This may result in either 
amendments to existing copyright laws or the passing of new sui generis rights 
that directly target AI-generated products (Sturm et al. 2019). In March 2024, 
for example, the European Parliament passed a landmark AI Act which had re-
ceived widespread and longstanding support from the music industries. The act 
includes measures relating to training-data disclosures and the rights of creators 
to opt out of training. For example, the act stated that use of copyright protected 
content to train AI systems requires the authorization of the rightsholder con-
cerned (unless relevant copyright exceptions and limitations apply), as well as 
requiring that the providers of such models draw up and make publicly available 
a sufficiently detailed summary of the content used for training (Smith 2024a).

Conclusions

Paying specific attention to music rights is necessary in order to fully under-
stand many of the key dynamics and tensions that have developed as the music 
industries have transitioned into a digital and platformized era. In the case of the 
music industries, a copyright-enabled system of rent extraction has encouraged 
the formation of an enormously powerful oligopoly in the market for musical 
intellectual property: for large music corporations, immense back catalogues of 
copyrighted music are significant income generating assets. The control of these 
assets, through strict enforcement of copyright, positions the major corpora-
tions as the key rentiers in the networks of the music industries. It is in this 

5	 See “Statement on AI training”; https://www.aitrainingstatement.org/ (accessed 22 Oct
ober 2024).

https://www.aitrainingstatement.org/
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context that one can make sense of the nature of relations between the major 
corporations, MSPs, and artists. These include both the ways in which the key 
actors have become bound together in a very particular system of rent extrac-
tion, and how they work together to ensure the protection of the oligopoly of 
the major music corporations. In the next chapter, we shall consider how this 
protectionist system of rent extraction plays out in relation to a wider range 
of other technology firms within an emerging MusicTech ecosystem, in ways 
which are often considered to be detrimental to innovation.

Meanwhile, the growing interest of financial markets in investing in music 
rights has seen a series of new players emerge in music markets which have 
made substantial financial investments in their aggressive purchases of music 
catalogues over a relatively brief period of time. It is the success of streaming 
services, we argue, that has been crucial in demonstrating the potential of cop-
yright as an asset and that music can generate steady and predictable revenue 
over an extended period of time. The two examples of such new entrants pro-
vided in this chapter demonstrate how a deep engagement with the financial 
sector has been necessary to fund catalogue purchases. As such, this new devel-
opment points to a future in which the platform music industries and financial 
services have become more intertwined, whilst changing the established dy-
namics of music rights ownership. Moreover, the emergence of machine learn-
ing generative AI music systems has raised significant concerns about copyright 
and authorship and prompted complex questions about distributive justice and 
the adequacy of existing copyright regimes. Who or what should be credited as 
the authors of AI-generated music? Who should receive credit and associated 
rights-related compensation with regards to the music used to train AI machine 
learning? As the dynamics of the relationships between the recorded music in-
dustries and generative AI companies over the unauthorized use of copyrighted 
material take shape, we are seeing new legal actions being brought by the major 
rights holders. At the same time, we are also beginning to see the re-evaluation 
of copyright rules and established norms in relation to AI-generated products in 
such a way as to provide protection for right holders (Sturm et al. 2019; Li 2022).
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4
MUSICTECH AND “THIRD WAVE”  
PLATFORM REINTERMEDIATION

Introduction

As outlined in Chapter 2, the music industries – and the recorded music in-
dustry in particular – have a long and complex relationship with technology. 
Since the late 1990s the music industries have pioneered processes of digital 
transformation and a process that, borrowing from Langley and Leyshon (2021), 
we describe as “platform reintermediation”. This process destroyed established 
business models based on the exploitation of music rights before they were re-
built in new ways as emergent music streaming platforms (MSPs) and developed 
productive working relations with music corporations to enable streaming to 
become the main digital distribution format. The revenues generated by MSPs 
helped to plug the hole created by the rise of P2P networks. As streaming pulled 
the music industries out of crisis, notwithstanding ongoing tensions and disputes 
about the equity implications of streaming platform revenues, it created the 
conditions for new rounds of technological innovation which began to blur the 
boundaries between the music and tech industries. If, as we argued in Chapter 2, 
the first wave of platform reintermediation in the music industries was focused 
on P2P networks, and the second on the rise of streaming platforms, a third 
wave was initiated by an emergent MusicTech sector, characterized by entre-
preneurial activity and technological innovation taking place outside the major 
music companies, in areas such as music production, publishing, consumption, 
and distribution (Dumbreck & McPherson 2016). These firms developed ap-
plications that sought new ways to reintermediate extant connections between 
artists, music corporations and audiences, to find ways to locate themselves in 
the music value chain that links music industries firms to consumers. In doing 
so they generated new revenue streams cultivated a more complex and diverse 
music industries ecology.

MusicTech also figures within wider policy narratives developed around 
the importance of technological innovation across a range of sectors (such as 
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BigTech, FinTech, InsurTech, RegTech, MedTech and HealthTech, etc.). As 
such, government organizations have been quick to promote particular cities 
or even their national music industries as “leading” centres of MusicTech in-
novation. In the UK, for example, a Department for International Trade report, 
British Music Innovation: Hitting the Right Notes for the Future (Department for 
International Trade 2018), offered a compelling account of revitalized music in-
dustries embracing technological innovation and showcased several start-ups to 
demonstrate the “global impact” of UK MusicTech. Similarly, Invest Stockholm, 
the city’s official investment promotion agency, published Stockholm: The 
Powerhouse of Sound (Stockholm Business Region 2016), a report which adver-
tised the city as “the world’s MusicTech capital”, similarly drawing attention to 
locally-based MusicTech start-ups.

In this chapter, an analysis of qualitative data collected through interviews 
with MusicTech firms, and a range of linked actors, allows us to provide a crit-
ical appraisal of the key dynamics of this emerging sector within the music in-
dustries, revealing important features shaping the opportunities and challenges 
faced by platform tech entrepreneurs and start-ups. More specifically, we out-
line a series of unique interrelated challenges faced by MusicTech entrepreneurs 
and start-ups, centred on issues of capitalization and copyright. The challenges 
to which we refer are, inter alia: scaling technologies; defining user bases and 
markets; recruiting and renumerating skilled tech developers; mentoring and 
accessing networks within the music industries; issues with securing licensing 
deals for copyrighted music; and identifying innovation gaps related to potential 
investment by large music industry corporations.

Third-wave platform reintermediation in the music industry

The academic literature on tech start-ups often asserts that start-ups act to chal-
lenge the dominance of incumbents through disruptive innovation, as the leg-
acy business models of incumbents plus inertia provide opportunities for new 
entrants to gain rapid momentum in the marketplace (Crittenden et al. 2019). 
However, with the music industries having recently gone through a series of 
disruptive innovations and now recently stabilized around digital formats (Drott 
2024; Leyshon 2014; Lotz 2021; Hesmondhalgh 2021; Peitz & Waelbrock 2006) 
distributed through a small number of dominant MSPs, MusicTech platform 
reintermediation has led to firms not seeking to challenge but to align with, 
and contribute and innovate in relation to, existing incumbent corporations 
and platforms. This activity includes, for example, creating complimentary plat-
forms, developing data applications or producing content. Unlike the period 
from the late 1990s onwards, when the competitive bases of the industries were 
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transformed following the growth of unlicensed file sharing through P2P net-
works, an accommodation between tech firms and traditional music industries 
companies has seen the construction of mutually beneficial business models. In 
other words, a third wave of platform reintermediation has been characterized 
by the emergence of a series of firms developing ancillary digital services that 
offer new opportunities for revenue capture in a music ecology shaped by the in-
cumbent power of the large music corporations and dominant MSPs. Examples 
range from firms that offer new ways of tracking music rights to discover oth-
erwise forgone royalty income,1 through firms that offer AI-assisted search pro-
cess to assist with artists talent identification,2 to firms enabling video content 
creators to license music and to track unlicensed use of music.3 Developments 
such as these resonate with wider narratives developing in the music industries 
around the growth in digital music revenues, the transformative power of tech 
and its potential to create buoyant and sustainable digital music industries in 
the twenty-first century (see, e.g., Department for International Trade 2018). 
The broadly positive coverage given by the music industries media to firms in-
novating in MusicTech, and the prominence of MusicTech start-ups at music 
industries trade events such as Midem and the Music Week Tech Summit, can 
be understood in this context.

The emergence of a MusicTech sector made up of small, entrepreneurial 
start-up firms can be seen as the next stage of the evolution for music industries 
not only experiencing platform reintermediation but also operating on reduced 
budgets and coping with the loss of technical expertise due to corporate re-
trenchment in the era of declining overall revenues within the incumbent major 
corporations. Innovation that might previously have been undertaken internally 
has effectively been delegated to start-ups and scale-ups (Simon 2019). Yet, a 
new dynamic has emerged whereby competition in the contemporary platform 
musical economy centres on start-ups gaining attention from the incumbents 
of the music industries, as both controllers of music rights and as potential in-
vestors or buyers of innovations. Very few MusicTech firms appear to be de-
veloping disruptive technologies which would challenge the dominance of the 
incumbents per se. As such, dynamics in MusicTech are akin to a process of 
open innovation, where start-ups offer themselves up as potential partners with 
dominant incumbents as a means of sourcing new innovations and technologies 
(De Groote & Backmann 2020). The actions of incumbents in cultivating a wider 
ecosystem to draw in the necessary disruptive innovations and innovators to 
expand their platforms – for example, through the release of public Application 

1	 Such as Blokur; https://blokur.com/.
2	 Such as FrtyFve; https://weareinstrumental.com/. 
3	 Such as Lickd; https://lickd.co/. 

https://blokur.com/
https://weareinstrumental.com/
https://lickd.co/
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Programming Interfaces (APIs) – and to preferentially lock-in developers, is 
a strategy seen in other areas of the economy where hitherto dominant firms 
have been threatened by disruptive tech starts-ups (see, e.g., Hendrikse et al. 
2018, 2020, on FinTech). Examples of this are evident in the music industries: 
Spotify offers a “Spotify for Developers” service, whereby developers can use the 
Spotify Web API to create applications that can interact with Spotify’s streaming 
service, such as retrieving content metadata, getting recommendations, creat-
ing and managing playlists, or controlling playback. Indeed, most major MSPs 
now make APIs available to developers, including Apple Music, Amazon Music, 
YouTube, TIDAL, Deezer and SoundCloud, as do other music platforms such as 
Songkick and Bandsintown (live music) and Shazam (music discovery). All these 
platforms open their APIs for the purposes of capitalizing upon the innovations 
of external software developers.

Table 4.1 illustrates a typology that attempts to position both established and 
nascent MusicTech platforms and start-ups in relation to both domains of circu-
lation and their relationships to the music industries’ incumbent corporations. 
To be clear, we are not arguing that all MusicTech firms are platforms. Far from 
it. As MSPs were stabilizing the music industries, but before an overall return to 
profitability, there was a search for all manner of technological applications that 
might produce new markets and revenue streams. But the attempt to embrace 
new music technologies cast a wide net and adopted an inclusive definition of 
the technology part of MusicTech, to include ventures as varied as new mu-
sical instruments, holographical representations for virtual live performances 
and new forms of immersive listening.4 However, as MSPs have become the 
dominant mode of music distribution, so they have set the structure and con-
text within which a new generation of platform based MusicTech innovations 
have emerged. This “overarching framework” of platform reintermediation in 
the music industries has two key elements. First, there are online exchange mar-
kets, which are centred upon MSPs, several of which have preferential licensing 
arrangements with incumbent corporations, while others are part-owned by the 
majors. MSPs represent a fundamental shift from ownership to access models 

4	 As an illustration of this, in 2014 one of us attended an event hosted by the University 
of Westminster’s Music Tank, a knowledge transfer unit established to forge better links 
between academic research and the music industry. The title of the event, “Is tech the 
new Beatles?”, a phrase attributed to professional musician Kevin Godley, illustrated the 
ways that in the midst of the breakdown of established business models, and prior to the 
industry fully restabilizing around streaming, there was an eagerness to explore alternative 
revenue streams that might be delivered through a host of tech-led business models. Of 
all the putative business models presented at the event, the only one that has any notable 
visibility ten years after the event is Sofar Sounds, which sought to capitalize on the 
revaluation of live performances (see Chapter 6).
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as the dominant channel of delivering recorded music to consumers (Barr 2013). 
Second, there are social media platforms, which function as one of the most 
prominent domains of the new form of digital economic circulation (Bleier et 
al. 2024; Fuchs 2015; Fumagalli et al. 2018; Langley & Leyshon 2017; Rigi & 
Prey 2015). Both domains facilitate the distribution and creative use of music 
and generate significant audiences for music. There also exist a range of music 
industries-specific domains of circulation that include music rights, record la-
bel-facing companies, artist-facing companies, and live music.

In common with platform capitalism more broadly, firms in MusicTech can 
broadly be divided into those firms focused on providing business-to-business 
(B-2-B) technological solutions, and those producing new technological inno-
vations aimed at consumers (B-2-C). However, while some B-2-B innovation 
focuses on providing services for record labels, most innovation is primarily fo-
cused on B-2-C which, in the case of the music industries, includes independent 
creators of music (such as music artists, producers and engineers, for example) 
and consumers of music (listeners, as well as other creatives wishing to licence 
music such as video producers and games developers). Alongside record-label 
facing and artist-facing domains, two more music industries-specific domains 
include platforms innovating in the areas of live music and music rights, which 
blur the B-2-B/B-2-C distinction.

“No one wants to invest in music”: start-up capitalization and  
investment in MusicTech

One of the most important challenges facing entrepreneurs in technology start-
ups is access to capital (Conti et al. 2013). As Langley and Leyshon (2021) have 
argued, a significant and integral feature of platform capitalism is that many 
digital platforms are highly capitalized by investors. In outlining the central im-
portance of platform capitalization to the emergence of FinTech, for example, 
they describe how an era of low interest-rates, together with the promising rev-
enue prospects of platforms within the financial services industries, encouraged 
risk-embracing investors to invest in platform businesses. Our findings, how-
ever, suggest that start-ups in MusicTech, with far less certain revenue pros-
pects (for reasons that we shall subsequently discuss) have experienced a set of 
dynamics and barriers around investment which are very specific to the music 
industries. In the critical early stages of investment, MusicTech start-ups are 
largely supported by funding provided through founder, friends and family (FFF) 
investors, small business loans and other innovation-related loans (for example, 
accelerator programmes), which then, in turn, may act as important signals to 
attract individual angel investors (Conti et al. 2013).
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Yet, interviewees also noted significant issues related to investor reluctance, 
which is related to the perceived ability of start-ups to progress from seed and 
early-stage investment to venture capital investment at Series A5 and beyond. 
For example, one of our interviewees noted how:

… investors love intellectual property, [but] no one wants to invest in 
music … because “it’s just not enforceable”. Because people have strug-
gled with the enforcement side of the rights. And I think when you 
[achieve] that … investors are going to be a bit more supportive and 
understand more of the value, because they know that they’re not going 
to be cheated away by the general public stealing music.

(CEO, music rights start-up, London)

Here we see direct reference to the legacy effects of preceding waves of platform 
reintermediation and on-going issues around copyright enforcement which, 
despite the stabilization around MSPs, practitioners consider to be a lingering 
concern for investors. Similarly, the founder and director of product at an inde-
pendent record label in Stockholm noted the difficulty of approaching investors 
as a music start-up, going as far as to say that reference to music was a “bad 
word” in pitches to potential investors. Many interviewees observed that most 
investors did not understand the music industries, and so certainly not the na-
ture of the innovation they were pitching nor the investment opportunity. As 
one interviewee noted: “In terms of finding investment, it was quite a difficult 
road. And it’s hard for people to take you seriously because, one, I’m in a market 
that they just don’t understand, and two, no one’s ever done this before, so you 
don’t necessarily see the potential” (CEO, music rights start-up, London).

For several of the start-ups interviewed, recognition of investor reluctance 
and the difficulties of building a sustainable model around music resulted in 
companies either avoiding promoting themselves explicitly as music start-ups 
and platforms or sought to broaden the applications of their platforms and ser-
vices to increase their appeal to potential investors. Others noted that the small 
economic footprint of the music industries in comparison to other industries 
encouraged tech firms to work on developing platforms and services that had 
utility across other sectors. The chief marketing officer of a social media and 
music start-up in London noted the glaring absence of successful exemplars of 
novel music industries business models in the streaming era that could be used 
to attract investors. In this regard, the matter of investor reluctance is not only 

5	 Series A funding is the common term for referring to a company’s first significant round of 
venture capital financing. This is funding usually sought after an initial investment round 
where common stock and common stock options have been issued to company founders, 
employees, friends and family and angel investors.
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about legacy issues around copyright, but a lack of success stories alongside 
some high-profile failures of MusicTech start-ups.

One high profile example was Crowdmix, a social music discovery company,6 
which in 2016 entered administration despite obtaining investment of £14 mil-
lion while employing 160 staff across offices in London and Los Angeles. While 
some of the reasons for the failure were specific to the firm, such as bad financial 
management and a poor HR policy, other reasons were more generic and are 
instructive for an understanding of the challenges facing MusicTech firms more 
generally. Neither of the two founders of Crowdmix had a background in any of 
the music industries, while its main investors came from an entirely unrelated 
industry: property development (Forde 2016). As such, the company may not 
have possessed a sufficient understanding of the music business to be success-
ful. But, more than this, given the importance of informal social networks to 
successful business operation in the music industries (see, e.g., Watson 2008), 
the company almost certainly did not have the required networks of social con-
nections into the music industries to enable them to negotiate appropriate deals 
around music rights. Due to this, their initial business model was flawed,7 and 
by the time the company hired people with better connections, it was too late 
to reorientate their business model and give the start-up sufficient legitimacy 
within the sector.

It is clear from the sheer number of MusicTech start-ups within contempo-
rary music industries clusters across major western cities that a preponderance 
of small business loans and other innovation related loans, friends and family 
investors, and individual angel investments have funded the development of a 
diverse start-up ecosystem. Relatively modest levels of investment are often suf-
ficient to place many MusicTech start-ups in a position where they can make in-
itial hires and work on proof of concepts and prototypes of platforms. Yet, as the 
chapter will later address, the inability of many start-ups to raise venture capital 
investment even at Series A level results in significant issues when it comes to 
scaling up platforms, users and markets, and recruiting and renumerating de-
velopment teams. As Langley and Leyshon (2021) note, due to the way that 
platforms aspire to remake markets, multi-sided platforms must have strong 
“demand economies of scale” or “network effects”. As discussed in Chapter 1, 

6	 Social music discovery platforms are a form of social media platform premised specifically 
on the discovery and sharing of music amongst users with shared musical tastes.

7	 The company planned to operate on the basis of a 50/50 split of revenues with artists 
around their music and content. Revenue was to be generated by selling advertising space 
and making income around secondary streams. However, the company had not negotiated 
with other services, such as Spotify for example, regarding the secondary streams 
happening from these services, and therefore had no agreements in place to be able to use 
the content which they then planned to remonetize.
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for users, the benefits of a platform increase as a function of the total number of 
users (Cusumano et al. 2019). As such, one of the early key strategic objectives 
for MusicTech firms is to rapidly recruit and retain user populations – and to 
harvest their data – to leverage network effects to “scale up”. This strategy is 
exemplified by MSPs.

Yet, in the case of MSPs, aggressive scaling is about more than simply remak-
ing markets. In his critical examination of Spotify, Vonderau (2019) points to the 
co-dependence between constant growth imperatives and debt finance, arguing 
that the platform’s growth strategy “does not primarily aim to turn songs (or 
audiences) into commodities but to treat them as a form of collateral that can 
be mobilized to secure loans” (2019: 15). For platform start-ups, scaling offers 
the promise of future income streams that provide venture legitimacy in the 
present. In his analysis of digital start-ups in music, Hodgson (2020: 429) points 
to the importance of “imagined metrics”, including assumptions about the be-
haviour of future customers, which “parade as stable and fixed indicators yet are 
in fact provisional and highly contingent”, but are of fundamental importance in 
attracting investors. Many of those interviewed were acutely aware of the need 
to scale to demonstrate the financial viability of their platforms, and to provide a 
return to their investors. Start-ups are also required to vigorously communicate 
the intermediary advantages of their platforms and technologies to both poten-
tial users and content providers.

Yet, the need to scale presents significant challenges in terms of financial and 
human resources, both with regards to technological development (an issue we 
shall return to shortly) and marketing and reaching new users and new terri-
tories. Thus, while scaling is an important indicator to potential investors of a 
platform’s future viability, often it is difficult to scale without sufficient invest-
ment in the first place. A range of responses were given relating to this chal-
lenge when start-ups were asked why their next round of investment – typically, 
Series A venture capital investment – was important to them. Many referenced 
the need to grow their marketing teams. The co-founder and CEO of a music 
rights start-up from London noted how “the marketing budget will be a much 
higher percentage … how do you reach two million kids in their bedrooms all 
around the world?”. Similarly, the marketing manager of a music streaming 
start-up from London noted that “we know we’ve got a product that works, 
we just need to raise the funds to be able to go into those markets to sell it”. For 
some companies, future investments were considered crucial to having a physi-
cal presence in particular markets, with one interviewee noting the importance 
of having a “local presence” in markets and “experienced people on the ground 
… to understand local factors” (founder and CEO, music investment start-up, 
Stockholm). Several start-ups in both London and Stockholm referred to the 
large and potentially lucrative US market, but also noted the costs associated 
with developing a physical presence there.
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Recruitment of skilled labour and the need for “smart” investment

As illustrated above, start-ups in MusicTech face a dilemma: while scaling offers 
the promise of future income streams that provide venture capital legitimacy in 
the present (Vonderau 2019), the opportunities for scaling may not be realized 
without significant initial investment. But there are other ways in which issues 
of capitalization impact upon MusicTech start-ups’ ability to realize innovations 
and demonstrate the efficacy of their technologies. Most notable from our in-
terviews were problems relating to the recruitment and remuneration of key 
personnel, and especially chief technical officers (CTOs) and developer teams. 
Talent shortages are a widely recognized feature of labour markets in technolo-
gy-based clusters (Davis et al. 2009). There is a scarcity of skilled labour globally 
across the technology and software sectors in general (see, e.g., Bachtiar et al. 
2022; Hyrynsalmi et al. 2021), and this can be particularly acute in technology- 
facing creative industries due to relatively low rates of pay. In the UK for exam-
ple, there are noted skills shortages across the film, television, animation, visual 
effects (VFX) and videogame industries, which were exacerbated by the UK 
leaving the European Union (Ozimek 2021). In the case of MusicTech start-ups 
in London and Stockholm, the issue of a limited availability of people with req-
uisite levels of technical knowledge is further exacerbated by the need to match 
levels of staff remuneration and rewards offered in other sectors with greater 
start-up capitalization. In the creative industries, the prospect of high profits 
for workers in the future – mainly by the possibility of converting stock options 
into cash – can allow companies to attract highly skilled employees prepared to 
take risks despite relatively low basic wages and employment insecurity (Teipen 
2008).

As Hodgson (2020) notes, it is a common approach among pre-revenue 
music start-ups to attempt to attract engineers through a “double-pronged ap-
proach” of selling them a vision of company development and offering them 
remuneration in the form of equity. However, the wages and potential value of 
equity that MusicTech start-ups are able to offer are often not particularly at-
tractive vis-à-vis those being offered by start-ups in other areas of the economy. 
One interviewee noted that:

That’s the hard part for the whole tech scene, there is not enough talent 
that can work with it. And of course, a MusicTech company is for sure 
not making as much money as a FinTech company. So as a developer, 
you might not take the chance to join a start-up in MusicTech because 
obviously you want your shares, and you might be rich … They can 
select whatever they want to do. Like someone can pay them a huge 
salary and options, you know.

(Founder and director of product, independent  
record label, Stockholm)
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Some interviewees suggested that the distinctive challenges being addressed 
by start-ups in the music industries, along with the disruptive ethic of some 
start-ups, can be attractive to developers. Many of the start-up founder-entre-
preneurs interviewed described their own lack of technical know-how in rela-
tion to realizing their innovations. Accordingly, some interviewees highlighted 
the importance of recruiting a sufficiently qualified and experienced CTO who 
could be relied on to direct technical development. The founder and CEO of 
a music rights start-up from London reflected that “I made one good hire: the 
CTO. That’s the first. And then after that you take his lead”. Another interviewee, 
currently interviewing for a CTO, reflected on their need for technical direction, 
stating that “it’s been difficult to really understand what it is that we need, be-
cause I don’t know. And that’s where I fall down (founder and CEO, music rights 
start-up, London).

Yet, many participants reflected on the difficulties inherent in recruiting 
developers more generally. Another interviewee, for example, explained that: 
“[Programmers] are bloody hard to find … For every month worth of someone 
solidly looking we might get one person … our last CTO spent about the last 
90 days of being in this company trying to find people. And we eventually em-
ployed three people, two of which just couldn’t cut it” (founder and CEO, music 
creation start-up, London). One of the strategies adopted by several start-ups 
to address problems of developer recruitment and remuneration was to recruit 
from outside their base city, and in many cases outside of their home country, 
often on a flexible, hybrid-working basis. The above interviewee also noted how, 
for example: “I’ve got a chap who’s a professor of deep learning in Athens, who’s 
doing two days a week for us … our head of MIR [music information retrieval] 
is based in Seville, simply because she prefers it to London, and I’m not going to 
argue with her because she works brilliantly no matter where she is, she just gets 
on with it” (founder and CEO, music creation start-up, London).

Two interviewees based in Stockholm explained the financial challenges of 
locating a developer team in the city, which is also the origin city of Spotify. 
One noted that: “We have a tech team outsourced in Bosnia, a pretty significant 
tech team. Cost, and setting up the team is so difficult. Spotify takes all the de-
velopers – and they take a lot! – so it’s extremely hard to recruit developers. It’s 
probably any start-up in Stockholm’s biggest problem. Yeah, extremely competi-
tive to hire talent in tech” (founder and director of product, independent record 
label, Stockholm). The other, whose start-up had a development team based in 
Ukraine prior to the invasion by Russia, noted that Ukrainians:

… they are as good as Swedes, they speak great English, and the cost 
for having a team there is much less. They’re very competitive! It would 
be lovely to have all these guys in the same room because that’s always 
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better, but the competitive situation in Stockholm to get developers 
means the price level of those developers increases. So, I think for us 
this is a perfect fit, and I think as we also grow global, there is no reason 
for us having development in Stockholm.

(Founder and CEO, music investment start-up, Stockholm)

Meanwhile, a scarcity of investors is amplified by the need to find investors that 
also have suitable experience to mentor entrepreneurs and, ideally, the capacity 
to unlock networks and connections within the music industries. In the case of 
second-wave streaming platforms, their disruptive impact effectively forced the 
incumbent music industries corporations to build relationships with these plat-
forms to first protect, and then maximize the value of, their intellectual prop-
erty. However, in the case of third-wave MusicTech platforms and start-ups, the 
need to collaborate and cooperate with the major corporations, in particular to 
licence music, along with the sheer number of innovations in the market, places 
the emphasis on start-ups to build networks with major corporations. The case 
of Crowdmix, the failed MusicTech start-up mentioned earlier, is held up as 
an example of the importance of gaining investors experienced in the music 
industries. Such a perspective was expressed by a number of our interviewees. 
For example, an interviewee noted how music is different to other disruptive 
technology spaces within which investors typically invest:

Our investor networks don’t sit in music typically, most of their busi-
nesses are in FinTech or disruptive technology spaces but not music 
… I think in terms of music technology consultation, especially when 
it comes down to the challenge of what is the correct user experience 
for a music B2B company, it’s an area which gets misunderstood quite 
a lot because it’s something where you really need to be in the music 
industry to understand … It’s a very different type of industry.

(Senior account manager, online artist and  
repertoire start-up, London)

In his study of early-stage investors and entrepreneurs in the United States, Lee 
(2022) notes how social ties are critical in enabling entrepreneurs to connect 
to venture capitalists. The lack of such ties, he argues, can exclude viable busi-
ness ideas from funding whilst distorting capital allocations in favour of those 
entrepreneurs with greater social capital. However, one interviewee noted how 
unlocking access to the right networks often requires connecting with the right 
investors who are able to provide mentorship and guidance on how to navigate 
the music industries:
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I don’t have a specific music mentor, and that is something that I feel 
like I’m missing and could really benefit from. He [current investor] is 
more business side … he’s very business strategy … he kind of acts as 
like my COO. I’ve learnt a lot from him … But yeah, in terms of actually 
music and then getting connected with some of the higher people that 
you can’t necessarily get to, that’s where I’m struggling. I need someone 
who’s well connected, who’s kind of like quite high up in that industry, 
who’s got a lot of experience really. To kind of teach me you know, well 
don’t go talking to these guys without talking to these people, or don’t 
go saying this thing to them, and you know, how to play the game.

(Founder and CEO, music rights start-up, London)

A noted characteristic of the emergence of Tech innovation ecosystems is the 
founding of new firms by former employees of industry related firms or techno-
logically related industries, who subsequently transfer knowledge and capabili-
ties from pre-existing companies and industries into the emerging entity (Chen 
& Hassink 2022). Yet, few of the people interviewed had come directly from the 
music industries themselves. Rather, a number had managed to find investors 
experienced within the music industries and were quick to explain the benefits 
of this. Another interviewee explained how: “Fundamentally, the only reason 
why [investor name] invested is he’s got a place to take it [the business]. He’s 
very well connected in the music space … he knows everyone right to the top of 
the music industry. So, the reason why we’ve been able to walk into many of the 
largest companies we need to, is simply because of that connection” (founder 
and CEO, music creation start-up, London). Several interviewees noted a ten-
sion between, on the one hand, a need to obtain any investment available and, 
on the other, being more selective with accepting investment to consider the 
longer-term implications of not attracting an appropriate investor, with the right 
kind of money:

So, I think that’s something really important to sort out when you start 
raising money, they call it smart money or strategic money, but making 
sure that you know that you’ve got a route … Everybody just wants to 
get the money, but make sure it’s the right money or else you might as 
well not even bother taking it because all you’re doing is kicking the can 
down the road. And then you are stuffed because the smart money that 
you wished you’d have taken you then can’t.

(CEO, music creation start-up, London, emphasis added)

Similarly, another interviewee described the need to look for “further value” 
from investors:
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If they only provide the money, that will be good in the short term, but 
then after the first money starts to end, you have no value from that 
investor … it gets no further value. But if you have right people, the 
money is good in the start but then eventually they could be the one 
that actually open up the big commercial deal for you, so I think it’s 
super important to try to find the right ones.

(Founder and CEO, music investment start-up, Stockholm)

However, the above interviewee also recognized the tension that exists, noting 
that “it’s very easy to say [that investors need to provide additional value] be-
cause in the beginning you need the money, so if somebody comes up with a 
cheque, it’s tough to say no”.

One potential source of investment for MusicTech start-ups are the major 
corporations of the music industries. Returning to profitability through the 
incomes being received from MSPs, all three major corporations have been 
making strategic investments in MusicTech (MusicAlly 2019). One of our inter-
viewees noted the potentially key role of the corporations in relation to investor 
reluctance at Series A stage, the reasons for which were outlined earlier:

… [the major music corporations] have got to actually be the people 
who provide funding because otherwise those [MusicTech] companies 
might struggle to get funding. The one thing we’re hearing is that it’s 
still a bit awkward, I think, if you’re going to a venture capital com-
pany and asking for a Series A round … but in terms of seed funding 
and angel investors, I get reports back that there’s lots more of them. It 
seems to be quite a good time for that … [but] then they have to figure 
out how to make the jump to Series A. And I think that’s where major 
labels are figuring out how they fit into that. That the major labels are 
the next round of funding perhaps, or are they the people who are par-
ticipating in Series A to convince investors?

(Editor, music industries news and analysis publication, London)

There are many examples of recent investment by the major record labels in 
MusicTech while all of the three major corporations operate start-up incuba-
tor programmes in one form or another. Universal Music Group (UMG), for 
example, operates a number of incubator schemes, including the Abbey Road 
Studios Red incubator in London, where UMG takes a small share of equity 
in the start-up in return for the start-ups’ participation in the incubator; there 
is also the Capitol Innovation Centre in Los Angeles, which is a collaborative 
workspace for artists and tech innovators/entrepreneurs; and, in addition, there 
is the Universal Accelerator Network, which is a series of partnerships with tech 
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accelerators across the globe (Forde 2016). One interviewee, whose start-up was 
part of one such programme, described how this provided benefits not only 
in terms of mentorships and access to networks, but also in terms of investor 
confidence:

It’s a massive complement. They’ve only taken two companies so far 
this year, and for us going into a series A, it’s the sort of good PR and 
sort of vindication you need to keep investors confident and happy. We 
are also in contract with Universal and, if we can keep that, we are hop-
ing it will put wind in the sails … it gives us access to lots of their senior 
management who aren’t directly involved in our contract process. So, 
like marketing, like their PR teams, like their tech teams, you know.

(Co-founder and CEO, music rights start-up, London)

Music, copyright and innovation

MusicTech start-ups are also inhibited from scaling up their userbases by their 
inability to secure the necessary music rights that would enable them to provide 
music to the users of their platforms and services. Start-ups entering the music 
industries found themselves faced not only with a complex licensing landscape, 
but also one in which incumbent corporations were highly defensive of their 
main asset – control over intellectual property. Within the innovative ecosystem 
of MusicTech start-ups, it was the B2C start-ups that were most exposed to 
the limitations and challenges imposed by the oligopolistic intellectual property 
arrangements of the music industries. B2Cs included both start-ups that wished 
to licence music directly as content on platforms, such as streaming services, 
and firms that sought to provide innovative solutions for licensing purchasing, 
especially for use on social media where platform users wish to licence music for 
user-generated content (such as, for example, creating YouTube or TikTok vid-
eos). In the case of the latter, start-up interviewees argued that their platforms 
would be able to provide additional income to record labels from rights which 
labels are currently unable to exploit themselves, due to a lack of appropriate 
technologies to both issue and monitor appropriate licences for the use of music 
on these platforms. Nevertheless, agreeing licensing deals with the major cor-
porations was challenging.

In theory, many start-up platforms could seek to avoid licensing music from 
the major corporations, and instead seek to agree licensing arrangements with 
independent publishers or even directly with artists. However, the users of these 
platforms – which include those who wish to licence music for use as part of 
user-generated content on social media, or as part of other creative projects and 
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events such as sports and performance events – expect to be able to use and 
licence music from the most popular artists, which tends to be controlled by the 
major corporations. Several interviewees highlighted the reluctance amongst 
corporations to provide licences to start-ups unless they could give definitive 
proof of their ability to produce additional revenues. One interviewee revealed 
a classic causality dilemma: there is need to demonstrate revenues to secure the 
licences, but a need to obtain the licences to generate revenue:

Because we don’t have top 40 hits or the popular content, we’re play-
ing this chicken and egg game. So, the music industry is just like, “Oh 
well, we need to know revenue figures”, and I’m just like, “You need to 
give me your music and then I can make money from your music. But 
until you give me that, I’m telling people [users of the start-up’s music 
licensing platform] that they need to license music that they’ve never 
heard of”.

(Founder and CEO, music rights start-up, London)

There is a similar causality dilemma over music rights in relation to capitaliza-
tion and investors. Our interviews revealed that even in cases where majors of-
fered licensing arrangements, the up-front cost of these deals was prohibitive for 
many start-ups,8 with several interviewees discussing the prohibitive pricing of 
music licences for start-up firms. One interviewee noted that, “you’re not going 
to build a B2C proposition without very, very deep pockets” (former founder 
and CEO, live experiences start-up, London). Start-ups with limited funding 
were unable to obtain the necessary licences required to access music assets that 
would allow them to scale. The larger volumes of venture capital investment 
available at Series A stage has the potential to allow firms to obtain the required 
music rights, but without demonstrating scale, it is unlikely that firms can at-
tract such investment. Indeed, such funding is often conditional on licensing 
agreements already being in place.

These examples are indicative of a broader problem. When interviewees were 
asked about the key barriers to start-up formation and growth, a recurring issue 
was the way in which incumbent music corporations policed and enforced intel-
lectual property, including their recourse to legal action. The above interviewee 
revealed how the major corporations exercise their power:

8	 The cost of licensing music varies based upon several factors, including the number 
of songs being licensed, the songs being licensed, the type of licence being sought, the 
intended use of these songs and the medium in which they are used. In some cases, the 
licence may include in the contract a percentage of the revenue earned through that 
licence.



MUSICTECH AND “THIRD WAVE” PLATFORM REINTERMEDIATION

81

No one’s done rights for the internet age properly yet … The legal 
structure around copyright is just an utter shit show and is … wielded 
to great effect by the majors who have lots of money and … so if the 
majors don’t like what you’re doing, they’ll shut you down … But that’s 
unfortunately how they play. They’re on such tight margins these days, 
it’s “litigate first and play nice later”.

(Former founder and CEO, live experiences start-up, London)

Indeed, difficult relations with publishing departments of major corporations 
and the involvement of lawyers were raised by several interviewees. In many 
cases, start-ups had successfully developed relationships with record labels and 
marketing teams within the corporation, only to find that once the potential 
innovation/collaboration was passed onto the publishing or legal department 
it was blocked. Many start-ups and major labels found themselves in a position 
where they wanted to do business, but the publishing department refused to 
create a licence, either because it was judged to be too risky, too difficult, or “im-
possible”. Such a situation was described by one of our interviewees as follows:

The problem with the majors is that if you talk to anyone outside of 
[the] legal [department], they love you; they love what you’re doing … 
we had really good relationships with the marketing teams at [major 
corporation] … But as soon as it gets big enough [to get to the stage] 
where the lawyers get involved, it’s either a lawsuit or it’s just, “No way, 
we can’t do it, it’s too complicated”. 

(Co-founder and CEO, music rights start-up, London)

There was an issue not only with the willingness to issue licences, but also with 
the availability of appropriate frameworks for licensing in a digital age. The CEO 
of an AI music start-up, for example, described how they were not able to secure 
the necessary rights that would allow users to edit and adapt music on their plat-
form because the rights frameworks that might allow this practice simply did 
not exist: “I’d have loved to [have] done the licences but you couldn’t buy them, 
they weren’t set up to do this in such legacy companies”. In one case, senior exec-
utive in a major corporation advised a start-up to purposively breach copyright 
to trigger a legal test case that might resolve once and for all the copyright issues 
preventing a deal:

… we were speaking to the senior vice presidents of Sony, Universal 
and Warner. And they were all saying, “Well, we don’t even have a de-
partment to send you to for this stuff”. The guy at [major corporation] 
said, “Look the best thing you can do is just release this, then we’ll sue 
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you but then at least you’re connected to the legal team that would deal 
with this. And then out the back of that we’ll do a deal, we can sort it 
out.”

(Founder and CEO, music creation start-up, London)

Unsurprisingly, this was not seen as a practical solution by the start-up. Even 
in cases in which majors offered licensing arrangements, the up-front cost of 
these deals was prohibitive for many small start-ups. One interviewee forcefully 
expressed frustration at the barriers to entry imposed by large rights owning 
organizations:

… the licensing mindset has been, “Fuck you, pay me!”. It’s been, “Sure 
… here’s the minimum guarantee, $200 million”! And we say, “What?! 
But can’t we just try to see if we can scale, and you will have your rev-
enue share?” and they are like, “No, if you want our catalogue, it’s this 
much in minimum guarantees. If you can’t fix that, we won’t give our 
catalogue to you”.

(Founder and director of product, independent  
record label, Stockholm)

Several other interviewees also discussed the prohibitive pricing of music li-
cences for start-up firms. One interviewee described, for example, how the 
company received a bill for €250,000 from a major corporation alongside an 
accusation of copyright infringement, which in turn generated additional costs 
by consequently paying for a legal team to contest the accusation and then nego-
tiate licensing: “It’s very grey, copyright … we had the best music rights lawyers 
that money could have, and it got us as far as we needed to do, but for someone 
that couldn’t afford a £600-an-hour lawyer, it’s just not going to happen” (for-
mer founder and CEO, live experience start-up, London). Another interviewee, 
noted how:

if you’re an innovator to consumers, you’re always going to be beholden 
to the major record labels who have the music that the consumers want. 
So, they’re always going to make it really difficult for you, only because 
they’ve been burnt so many times … It takes a lot of money to invest 
in a start-up, to pull all of your music over … do all the payments, to 
do the negotiation, do the contracts. If a company hasn’t got 25 million 
quid, they haven’t got the ability to be able to do those deals, they’ll go 
bust.

(CEO, independent music publisher, Liverpool)
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Here we see reference to the collective institutional memory within the music 
industries that remembers all too well being “burnt” by the damage done by P2P 
platforms in the first wave of platform intermediation, and which explains the 
defensive stance taken over intellectual property rights. Start-ups with limited 
funding are unable to obtain the necessary licences required to access music 
assets. As noted, for some Music Tech start-ups their first wave of external fund-
ing might be conditional on licensing agreements already being in place, so the 
unwillingness of established music corporations to provide licensing solutions 
can prevent access to the funding needed to get the business off the ground.

As Andersen et al. (2007) note, while large scale changes to copyright law 
would require complex collective action through government intervention, 
less complex individual action could be undertaken between music industries 
firms which could potentially harmonize the needs of technological innovators 
with existing copyright frameworks. A potential solution here would be the 
use of a “sandbox”, mirroring those created in the FinTech sector, a protocol 
which enables start-ups to test innovations in the market with actual customers 
under strict conditions and monitoring. The first FinTech sandbox was created 
in the UK in 2016 (Brown & Piskora 2022) and has since proven successful to 
the degree that it has been adopted across multiple regulatory environments 
(Truby 2020; Wójcik 2021). As one of our interviewees argued, “some sort of 
[MusicTech] sandbox agreement would be really helpful to everyone that’s got 
an idea and wants to innovate” (CEO, music rights start-up, London argue). 
While music industries sandboxes have been trialled, major corporations appear 
to be reluctant to enter into a wide-ranging sandbox agreement for MusicTech 
firms. The reasons for this include: the desire to maintain artificial scarcity, po-
tential reputational damage from the use of a label’s music in a low-quality ap-
plication, and the difficulty inherent in transferring a start-up to a full licence if 
its business model might not be viable under currently licensing regimes (Music 
Ally 2019). Furthermore, unlike in FinTech where central banks encourage and 
facilitate sandboxes, there is no such overarching regulatory authority in the 
music industries.

The major corporations as “innovation resistant”?

Given the difficulties faced by start-ups when working with major corporations, 
several interviewees were critical of the corporations with regards to a perceived 
lack of understanding of the situation facing MusicTech start-ups: “The labels 
don’t really have any empathy for what it takes to run a start-up, and the risk 
you’re taking and the investment you’re putting [in] and the livelihoods you have 
on the line. They could send you broke. Just through bureaucracy” (CEO, music 
rights start-up, London).
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There was a sense amongst participants that while the departments of the 
music corporations that are initially tasked to liaise with start-ups are open and 
responsive to innovation, they are ultimately restricted by the bureaucracy of the 
legal frameworks that surround rights. Moreover, from the perspective of the 
majors, engaging with emerging MusicTech businesses can be problematic. One 
reason was capacity. For one interviewee there was no shortage of willingness 
amongst the majors to be innovative. Rather, the problem lay elsewhere: “first 
of all, internal resources. There aren’t that many people who have the skillset to 
go out and make the deals and also evaluating them properly” (commercial di-
rector, major corporation, Stockholm). While major labels often employed staff 
with appropriate skills sets around innovative technologies – often those within 
specialized tech teams within labels – the vast amounts of data being provided 
from streaming and social media platforms requires significant resource to an-
alyse. As another interviewee put it: “Most of the tech team’s time at the label 
level is taken up with Spotify, as well as Instagram, Facebook, etc” (director of 
policy, major corporation, London). Recent research into the use of metrics and 
decision making by Maasø and Hagen (2020) suggests that this has been a sig-
nificant challenge for major labels, which has led them to gradually build up 
dedicated global analytics teams, of often hundreds of people, so that “major 
labels are dominating the metric race” vis-à-vis independent labels and artist 
services, with major labels having “the resources and skillsets to interpret this 
data in ways that others do not” (2020: 29). Yet, while this may be the case, the 
significant amounts of new data being provided means that major labels must 
allocate significant capacity and resources, allowing little time for appraisals of 
other kinds of external innovations.

A second and related issue is one of being able to communicate in the right 
manner with the major labels. There was a broad sense amongst both major 
label interviewees and those start-ups who had been successful in developing 
relationships with the majors that many start-ups lack sufficient connections in, 
or cultural understanding of, the music industries. Amongst the start-ups inter-
viewed, we found a mix of businesses that had been started by an entrepreneur 
with a background in the music industries and those which had been started by 
those with a background in tech or another area beyond music. Very rarely did 
individual entrepreneurs have experience across both domains:

Well, the difficulty I think in … tech and music is … you either get the 
music people who … have a background in tech, or you get the tech 
people who don’t really have anything in music, and you need to kind 
of have someone who has the understanding of both … I’ve advised 
for some companies who are trying to start up, tech people trying to 
start these music companies, and they don’t understand the intellectual 
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property … like it’s great to innovate but … essentially your business is 
almost always going to be tied to whether or not the majors are going 
to sign up with you.

(CEO, music rights start-up, London)

Interviewees recognized that MusicTech start-ups needed at least one key per-
son able to act as a “bridge” between the start-up and the large music companies. 
Accessing the relevant people within the music industries, and knowing how 
to communicate in appropriate terms, was often acknowledged as a problem 
within many MusicTech start-ups. As the same interviewee put it:

… if you don’t have those relationships or you don’t understand how 
to talk the talk, you’re going to really struggle. Because [record labels 
are] … very protective and very sensitive with their rights and, yeah, if 
you’ve got someone who just walks in, “Hey, I have this whole business 
idea and this is how it’s going to work”, they’re just like, “Well no, we 
can’t do that, we don’t have the rights for that or you’re going to run into 
this, this and this complication”. I think that’s probably one of the big-
gest issues for more tech-focused rather than music-focused start-ups.

(CEO, music rights start-up, London)

Perhaps the most significant determinant in the development of a working rela-
tionship between a start-up and music corporation is whether the latter judges 
that the innovation being proposed is worth the time, effort and often money 
that will be required to make it work. For many interviewees, a sense of major 
record companies as being “resistant to innovation” and giving “lip-service” to 
innovation while not demonstrating a commitment to this through their behav-
iour, came from the lukewarm responses their own approaches to majors had 
elicited. However, as another of our interviewees noted:

I think you shouldn’t have unlimited sympathy for those tech found-
ers, right, because … I think that there’s a lot of naivety … to think, 
you know, that “The people who actually work in this industry are just 
all idiots and therefore I can do something, and I can come in from 
the outside” … but if they don’t really understand the problem or don’t 
really understand how they’re going to communicate the solution or 
whatever, that can be a barrier in and of itself.

(CEO, blockchain start-up, London)

The issue of being able to identify which innovations are needed by the music 
industries, rather than simply those which are technically possible – or what 
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De Groote and Backmann (2020: 2) describe as the “asymmetric goals” of in-
cumbents and start-ups – was linked by one interviewee to the issue of under-
standing the music industries: “I think there are a lot of people that don’t know 
how the music industry works, but have an assumption about it, that make bad 
decisions on what they should build for the music industry and it’s not needed” 
(CEO, independent music publisher, Liverpool). The same issue was also raised 
by another interviewee who had previously worked at a major label, along with 
the issue of major being inundated with pitches from start-ups:

I think that’s the main problem, with music tech in general. When I 
was at [major corporation] for like ten years ago, and we built a bunch 
of services in-house … these were actually things that we wanted to do 
because it was good for us. But at the same time, I think I got like hun-
dreds of pitches from different music tech companies … But they very 
seldom saw the real problem whatsoever because they really wanted to 
build something cool within music.

(CEO, crowdfunding start-up, Stockholm)

The premise that the majors are innovation-resistant was strongly rebutted by 
another interviewee:

I also think it’s a pretty naïve approach that just because we’re big 
doesn’t mean we’re not innovative. But we can’t innovate with the same 
rapid pace because our internal revenue, our internal rate of return, is 
just higher … we have budget meetings every, you know every year, and 
it needs to be funded. It’s like you have a boss who says, ‘When is your 
return on investment?’ And look, we make a lot of bets … [but] if you 
make your budget why would you take part of your cashflow and invest 
it? Because you’ll need to justify it.

(Commercial director, major corporation, Stockholm)

Smaller, nimbler MusicTech start-ups do provide an important source of in-
novation for the major corporations, but majors are focusing their limited in-
ternal resources on those innovations which meet immediate strategic needs. 
A recent report on major corporations and innovation produced by the music 
industries think-tank Music Ally (2019: 2) suggested that “rather than scrabbling 
around for the Next Big Thing, the labels are quietly seeking unsexy, powerful, 
niche pieces of technology to augment their existing businesses”. Many acqui-
sitions are aimed at further leveraging the oligopoly powers conferred on the 
majors by their control of large catalogues of music, or what the above inter-
viewee described as “future-proofing our revenues”. In 2020 Sony Music Group, 
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for example, invested in Tracklib, a service that provides legal clearance for the 
use, in new releases, of samples of already licensed recordings, while Universal 
Music Group acquired Soundsgood, a platform which allows music influencers 
to create and distribute their playlists across MSPs, including streaming early 
access new music releases (Music Ally 2019).

Conclusions

In this chapter, we have focused on the business dynamics behind the evolving 
role of technology in the “third wave” of platformization in the music industries. 
One of the most important challenges facing entrepreneurs in technology start-
ups across a wide range of industries in general, and the creative industries in 
particular, is access to capital (Conti et al. 2013). This chapter has pointed to 
the unique and significant issues faced by start-ups in the MusicTech sector in 
particular with regards to capitalization, and the ability of developing a plau-
sible narrative of how investment into a MusicTech business model will lev-
erage returns in industries increasingly characterized by capital centralization, 
concentration and oligopsony. Our findings suggest that early-stage capital in 
the forms of small business loans and other innovation-related loans, friends 
and family investors, and individual angel investments, has resulted in a diverse 
and well-populated MusicTech ecosystem. Yet, we also found there to be sig-
nificant issues of investor reluctance related to their ability to progress from 
seed and early-stage investment to Series A funding and beyond. We have also 
focused on the related tensions that exist between the incumbent corporations 
and MusicTech start-ups with specific regard to intellectual property rights, set 
within the context of capitalization issues. The progress of the third wave of plat-
form reintermediation is being determined in part by the legacy of earlier waves, 
which served both to make large record companies cautious of the implications 
of platformization and of the demands that innovation around platforms make 
on their resources. The strong institutional memory of the devastating impacts 
of internet file sharing in the early 2000s is reflected in the majors’ stout defence 
of key historical assets, namely extensive catalogues of music. Our findings sug-
gest that the major corporations are unwilling to bend or adapt legal frameworks 
to the needs of many start-ups, including the widescale adoption of a sandbox 
methodology for exploring the new use of music rights, or are otherwise con-
strained by the nature of the existing legal frameworks for which they previously 
lobbied.

The hardline defence of copyrighted assets by the major corporations would 
appear to be one of the single biggest challenges in launching and subsequently 
growing a viable MusicTech start-up, especially where initial funding is limited. 
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Yet, it would be wrong to suggest that majors are innovation resistant. Where 
the major labels identify a technology that offers potential benefits within the 
context of their own strategic priorities, they are highly likely to collaborate with 
– and subsequently acquire – relevant firms. There is also evidence that, where 
new technology significantly threatens the business models of the majors, they 
can take a more proactive and collaborative approach. A recent case in point 
concerns Universal Music Group’s experiment in generative artificial intelli-
gence (AI) with Google. In YouTube’s DreamTrack programme, a select group 
of 100 YouTube creators will get to use the AI-generated voices and song writing 
styles of nine well-known singer-songwriters – three of which were signed to 
Universal – to create YouTube Shorts of up to 30 seconds. At the same time as 
taking a strong moral and legal position on the use of copyrighted music in AI-
generated music, Universal has also recognized that properly licensed AI music 
services have the potential to generate revenues that could be distributed back 
to songwriters and labels according to consumption (Seabrook 2024).
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5
MOBILIZING FAN ENTHUSIASM: SOCIAL MEDIA, 
CROWDFUNDING AND THE BLOCKCHAIN

Introduction

Chapter 2 outlined the “crisis of reproduction” (Leyshon 2014) which faced the 
recorded music industry in the early 2000s, and its subsequent stabilization 
around music streaming. The recorded music industry that emerged from this 
period of transition was one of reduced capital flow, smaller artist rosters, and 
substantially reduced record label budgets. These changes resulted in the inde-
pendent artist sector – that is, the sector of the music industries made up of art-
ists operating without formal record label contracts and that typically own the 
rights to their own music – gaining much greater economic significance. A 2019 
report by music industries data and insights firm MIDiA Research, undertaken 
in collaboration with independent music label and distributor Amuse, suggested 
that revenue generated by independent artists was the fastest-growing segment 
of the music business, generating $643.1 million in revenues in 2018, a 35 per cent 
increase from 2017 (Mulligan & Jopling 2019). While this still only represented 
3.3 per cent of global revenues from recorded music, the independent sector 
continues to grow. One outcome of this is that many of the tasks previously 
performed by music label representatives, including promotion, marketing, and 
distribution, have fallen to artists (Kribs 2017). This, in turn, has left many artists 
in a more precarious position vis-à-vis income generation. The MIDiA report 
suggests that nearly three quarters of independent artists earn less than $10,000 
a year from music, compared to 61 per cent of label artists (Mulligan & Jopling 
2019). Using the standard referred to first in Chapter 2 in relation to streaming 
income, given that the US federal minimum wages rate is $7.25 per hour, and 
assuming a monthly gross minimum wage of around $1,400 as a benchmark, 
and by extrapolation an annual gross minimum salary of $16,800, then these 
artists fall well below this threshold. The shift to streaming as the primary mode 
of distribution may have exacerbated this issue. According to recent figures from 
Spotify, around 200,000 artists on its platform are “professional or professionally 
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aspiring”. Yet, while there are as many as 8 million artists on Spotify, 98 per cent 
of them have fewer than 10,000 monthly listeners. Some 16,500 artists generated 
over $50,000 in royalties from Spotify in 2021, but this was just 0.2 per cent of 
artists on the platform (Music Business Worldwide 2022).

At the same time, the growing importance of the digital distribution and 
promotion of music has seen an optimistic discourse develop that emphasizes 
developments in social media as a means through which artists can potentially 
reach new global audiences and, in turn, monetize their fan base to generate 
income to facilitate more stable, financially self-sustaining independent careers 
(Haynes & Marshall 2018).1 Indeed, as Bonini and Magaudda (2024) point out, 
music acted as an accelerant for early innovations in social media. For exam-
ple, MySpace (established in 2003) provided opportunities for musicians to post 
their profiles online, interact directly with their fans and have significant control 
over the content they were posting. However, this was subsequently supplanted 
by the platforms that have come to define the social media age, Facebook and 
Twitter (now X). Although these platforms allow for similar functionality – such 
as profile posting, network building and interaction – their popularity, large 
number of users and the range of interests covered saw music and musicians 
become far less prominent on social media as a whole, at least until short-form 
video platforms such as TikTok and Instagram helped reprioritize music in 
alternative ways. With the widespread uptake of social media, discourses and 
practices of self-branding have become a pervasive feature of social and eco-
nomic life (Scolere et al. 2018), and subsequently these platforms have redefined 
the rules of music promotion in the age of social media.

The dominance of particular social media “super-platforms” means that mu-
sicians increasingly must rely on the affordances of such platforms – that is, 
the kinds of social and communicative practices and habits that they enable or 
constrain (Bucher & Helmond 2017) – to reach potential fans and to build audi-
ences for, and communities around, their music. Given the growing importance 
attached to an online fanbase, especially for independent artists, the need to 
foster and sustain ongoing interaction on social media as a form of modern-day 
promotion has increasingly become to be seen as part of the “job” of a musician 
(Baym 2015; Gee & Yeow 2021). For example, despite achieving a top chart po-
sition for their debut album in 2021, and a top three position for its follow up 
in 2023, the Scottish band The Snuts were pressured by their record label to do 
more self-promotion on social media:

1	 Some artists have even taken to the platform OnlyFans to exploit images of their body in 
return for regular income. For example, in late 2024 it was revealed that both Lily Allen 
and Kate Nash provide subscribers access to pictures as a way of generating regular flows 
of income, despite significant back catalogues of music and large volumes of streams of 
MSPs (Cockerill 2024).
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“By the time of the second album, we were expected to do marketing 
jobs rather than be musicians”, says the band’s singer Jack Cochrane. 
“We went into a boardroom where someone held up their phone and 
flicked through examples of how many videos pop stars posted each 
week, what time they posted them, which demographic was connect-
ing with which content. And I thought, whatever happened to making 
the music you wanted to make?”� (Hodgkinson 2024)

This chapter considers social media and broader developments around plat-
forms that seek to mobilize fan enthusiasm for economic ends. In the first sec-
tion, we discuss how disintermediation processes have seen the emergence of 
the “artists as intermediary” (Kribs 2017) and how promotion and marketing 
activities are increasingly falling on artists. We consider how social media plat-
forms present an enabling mechanism for promotional activities and audience 
building, but at the same time place particular requirements and demands on 
musicians to adopt entrepreneurial approaches to promotion and performing 
online labour. We also point towards the problematic rhetoric around social 
media platforms, user empowerment and unfettered production. The second 
section of the chapter presents a quantitative analysis that examines whether 
the labour given to social media promotion financially benefits musicians by 
increasing the number of fans that subsequently stream music and attend live 
performances. In the third section, we critically consider how fan enthusiasm is 
increasingly being directly mobilized for financial gain, via crowd funding plat-
forms. While these platforms promised to fill a venture gap in the industries 
where money to fund the emergence of new music is increasingly the responsi-
bility of musicians in a way that it was not in the past, we argue that many artists 
with limited fan bases continue to be constrained by a funding gap that crowd-
funding cannot viably fill. We then consider developments around blockchain, 
Web 3.0 and the Musical Metaverse which are generating further innovations 
in crowdfunding and the mobilization of fan enthusiasm. Finally, we discuss the 
potential for the emergence of a decentralized creator economy underpinned 
by these technologies and intermediated by platforms, and more radical visions 
of blockchain-enabled decentralization in the form of distributed autonomous 
organizations (DAOs).

The “artist-as-intermediary” and the demands of online labour

As noted above, the contemporary recorded music industry operates a busi-
ness model centred on reduced capital flow and smaller artist rosters, which is 
focused particularly on those few artists with strong cross-marketing potential 
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(Leyshon et al. 2005). Pre-MP3 crisis, music production tended to be collab-
orative between a range of actors and featured cultural intermediaries and a 
specialized division of labour. Major record labels provided their musicians 
with an integrated suite of services as part of record deals, enabling them to 
record, distribute and market music in exchange for the rights to the record-
ing (Arditi 2020). However, reductions in record label budgets together with 
ongoing processes of disintermediation and subsequent reintermediation by 
platforms in activities such as artist and repertoire (A&R), production, market-
ing and promotion have acted has given rise to what Kribs (2017) has termed 
the “artist-as-intermediary”. This term describes how new responsibilities have 
fallen on many musicians who not only have to create new music but who also 
are increasingly undertaking promotion and distribution duties to attract the 
attention of more powerful actors in the music industries:

… [the] elimination of middle men does not liberate artists from indus-
try shackles but forces artists to occupy the role of intermediary should 
they aspire to be commercially successful. The artist-as-intermediary 
does all her/his own creative and promotional work, establishing a 
monetizable fanbase in the hopes that label executives (or, rather their 
interns) scanning the web for the hottest trend will sign him/her to a 
recording contract.� (Kribs 2017: 8)

Because the internet is considered to have lowered barriers to entry into the 
music industries both by allowing easier access to marketplace and distribution 
platforms and providing the means by which artists can reach audiences inde-
pendent of traditional marketing campaigns, disintermediation and the platform 
reintermediation which followed it are often celebrated as potentially empow-
ering for musicians. This argument has been frequently circulated throughout 
the mainstream media and given credence within the wider music industries 
(Strachan 2007). However, for the artist-as-intermediary, one consequence of 
this development is that new forms of unpaid and often invisible labour have 
emerged. Musicians now increasingly carry both artistic and entrepreneurial 
responsibility for their careers, with autonomous and entrepreneurial modes 
coming to define popular musicians’ careers (Stahl 2013; Gee & Yeow 2021). As 
Frenneaux argues, for artists “the development of skills beyond musical aptitude 
and creativity is essential, such as knowing how to use social media platforms, 
streaming services and other digital tools to promote music and communicate 
with audiences” (2023: 136). Yet, as Tessler and Flynn (2016) note, there is a 
subtle distinction between “being free to” and “having to”: the latter demands 
that artists adopt a fundamentally entrepreneurial mindset. Frenneaux (2023) 
points to a skillset that includes qualities of self-sufficiency, resourcefulness, 
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entrepreneurialism and adaptability that artists working in the new music in-
dustries are expected to possess.

An emancipatory and optimistic discourse has emerged that emphasizes de-
velopments in social media as a means through which artists of all kinds can 
potentially reach new global audiences. Such a discourse has its origins in the 
early web optimism literature of the 2000s, such as Chris Anderson’s (2006) trea-
tise on the “long tail” economics of the internet. What is certain is that online 
platforms are fundamentally reconfiguring relations between performers and 
their audiences (Beer 2008), such that not only are some performers moving 
closer to their audiences, but they also allow for closer connections and interac-
tions between fans. Some scholars have gone as far as to argue that fan sharing 
of recommendations and user-generated content through social media acts as 
a new form of marketing that has the potential to supplant music industries 
companies as intermediaries entirely (Benkler 2006; Simon 2019), with online 
audiences having significant potential to be monetized to the benefit of the artist 
(Haynes & Marshall 2018). As such, social media is considered to have changed 
the rules of music promotion and self-branding, and artists must maintain con-
sistent engagement with their audiences through high-quality media and con-
tent (Morrow 2018).

Certainly, the role of social media users as collective tastemakers has become 
stronger at the expense of top-down promotion from record labels, with social 
medial influencers and user-generated content taking on a new importance in 
this respect (Dhar & Chang 2009; Morris 2014). Not only are musicians com-
pelled to sell themselves through their artist “brand” (Meier 2015), but they must 
also seek to create “buzz” and an online community of fans through social net-
working sites (Scott 2012). Daellenbach et al. (2015) argue that social media of-
fers fans an opportunity to engage with and connect to musicians that may lead 
to greater purchase intent, while for Baym (2018) both musicians and record 
labels have come to value fans and social capital over record sales per se, since 
this helps artists to grow their brand, sell merchandise and bring crowds to con-
certs, which can be a source of higher revenues. Put another way, the symbolic 
capital created by online buzz is valued over the immediate economic capital of 
the sale of songs in commodity form (Scott 2012).

More recent developments with social media platforms have seen artists 
being able to financially benefit from the buzz developing amongst online com-
munities of fans in more direct ways. The video-focused social networking plat-
form TikTok, for example, pays royalties to songwriters based on the number 
of videos in which a song is used (notwithstanding some of the controversies 
around royalties and TikTok outlined in Chapter 3), while Instagram does the 
same for uses of songs in the stories and reels of users. But more than this, such 
short-form video social media platforms have recently fundamentally changed 
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the way artists brand themselves and interact with their audiences. Rauchberg 
(2022) examines the case of Olivia Rodrigo, a Filipina-American pop star who 
used TikTok to launch her music career in early 2021. On this platform, popu-
lar viral trends often emerge from dances or performances that reuse sound or 
visual content. Artists such as Rodrigo, Rauchberg argues, use their social media 
influencing and self-branding skills to remix and remediate already-existing 
ideas, text and sounds, in a form of “open borrowing” that creates a new form 
of “platform authenticity” that appeals to followers.2 This, she argues, represents 
a strategy for standing out in an era of hyper-individualism, with users such as 
Rodrigo relying on “the platform’s playful affordances to challenge the universal-
ity of dominant cultural conversations and situate dialogue in different, distinct 
ways” (Rauchberg 2022: 1292). TikTok’s algorithmic infrastructure and user in-
terface work to promote forms of remixing, restyling and repetition, which in 
turn are crucial to going “viral”.3

Given the earlier discussion regarding the potential of social media for artists 
branding and promotion, some commentators have argued that “the entrepre-
neurial opportunity independent artists have to add value to their projects and 
careers” through such platforms “comes with the responsibility of using dig-
ital platforms effectively and advantageously” (Tessler & Flynn 2016: 60). For 
Rauchberg, Olivia Rodrigo’s success on TikTok “reveals how personal branding 
and other forms of content creation are mandatory public relations practices” 
(2022: 1293, emphasis added). Indeed, the need for artists to “foster and sus-
tain ongoing interaction” with fans via social media has increasingly been seen 
as “part of the job” (Baym 2015: 14) and something that independent artists 
“must navigate to achieve economic viability of their music” (Nickell 2020: 49). 
However, the successful use of social media comes with an imperative to possess 
or at least develop entrepreneurial skills (Morris 2014) and to be an “entrepre-
neurial attention seeker” (Tessler & Flynn 2016). As such, a lacklustre online 
presence might be understood in terms of an “entrepreneurial failing” that in-
hibits a band’s ability to “scale up their listener base” (Nickell 2020: 52).

Yet, work in the online realm represents an additional and mostly unpaid (at, 
least in a direct sense) form of labour for the artist as intermediary. The labour 
required to maintain online interaction in the music industries has been vari-
ously described as “relational” (Baym 2015), “emotional” (Watson & Beaverstock 
2014) and “aesthetic” (Hracs & Leslie 2014). These concepts recognize the 

2	 This is an approach which has also however caused significant controversy; see, for 
example, Savage (2021) on the arguments surrounding Rodrigo’s use of the music of Elvis 
Costello, and Costello’s subsequent defence of Rodrigo.

3	 We return to the matter of the affordances of new video and live-streaming platforms in 
Chapter 6.
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emotional and physical demands online labour places on artists and other music 
professionals. In her work on musicians and audiences, for example, Baym (2015, 
2018) extends Hochschild’s concept of emotional labour (see Hochschild 2012) 
to develop the term relational labour, seeking to illustrate how performers build 
ongoing connections with disparate audiences. The concept encourages us to 
consider how the issues raised by emotional labour play out when focused not 
on particular interactions, but rather on the unending connectivity which so-
cial media demands. In the music industries, Baym argues, there is significant 
pressure to build relationships across social media for career reasons, which 
actually increases as some measure of success is achieved; as Baym observes, 
“when more and more people feel their livelihood depends on how well they 
self-brand, self-promote and connect, relational labour becomes less and less 
optional” (Baym 2018: 193).

In recent years, critical internet scholars have sought to problematize the 
debates that have emerged around social medial platforms in relation to user 
empowerment and unfettered production (Jones 2020). For example, Haynes 
and Marshall (2018) argue that despite the circulation of discourses that cele-
brate the internet as a facilitator of democratization and empowerment, there is 
reason to question some of their core assumptions. Independent musicians are, 
they argue, “at the sharp end of the ‘crisis of the music industry’” and further “on-
line success does not easily translate into material sustainability” (2018: 1989). In 
a study of 43 independent musicians, they discovered that musicians rely heavily 
on income derived from selling music and tickets to in-person audiences, and 
as such, traditional means of accessing and developing audiences are more ef-
fective in generating the income needed to survive. Social media, they suggest, 
is more effective for maintaining established audiences than building new ones. 
For established artists, social media provides opportunities to leverage their 
following, but for unknown artists an oversaturated online marketplace makes 
building an audience from scratch extremely difficult. As Sargent (2009) argues, 
without connections to formal music industries institutions, artists encounter 
significant limits in trying to reach broader audiences, while Verboord and van 
Noord (2016) suggest that “offline inequalities” in the field of music – that is 
differences in social, cultural and economic capital amongst artists – are not that 
easily undone via online resources.

For these reasons, traditional music intermediaries such as managers, live 
music agents and promoters, PR, pluggers and sync4 teams continue to remain 
important in connecting artists either directly or indirectly with audiences 

4	 Music “sync” is the use of a piece of music in conjunction with moving images. It represents 
a form of music licensing whereby a music publisher or copyright owner and a client agree 
to attach a song onto visual media, such as film, television, advertisements or video games.
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through labels, platforms and venues (see, for example, Hracs 2015, on the im-
portance of freelance music managers for independent artists). Further, not only 
is running a successful media campaign exceptionally labour intensive (Banks 
2007) but if one also considers the “viral” nature of music promotion in the so-
cial media age, those campaigns that are successful have tended to be highly 
coordinated with large budgets and that span multiple platforms across old and 
new media (Wikström 2020). As such, while the internet would seem to offer 
the opportunity for artists to reach an international audience, which subse-
quently could be monetized , there would seem to be little evidence to suggest 
that independent artists have benefited from the shorter value chains afforded 
by disintermediation (Wallis 2006; Leenders et al. 2015).

Does social media pay for artists?

Centred around the above debates, a growing body of research has examined 
how and why artists and labels are motivated to engage with fans, fans with 
artists, and fans with other fans online for mutual benefit (see, e.g., Théberge 
2006; Choi & Burnes 2013, 2017; Baym 2018; Edlom & Karlsson 2021a, 2021b). 
However, no empirical evidence exists to confirm that the work expended to 
build followers on social media platforms results in an increase in income for 
artists. Indeed, in the most comprehensive qualitative analysis to date of artists’ 
interactions with fans through social media to date, Baym (2018) notes that de-
spite the pressure on artists to build relationships across social media to enhance 
their careers, it remains unclear as to whether the online labour invested in so-
cial media work rewards artists financially. This can be considered more broadly 
as being as part of what Hesmondhalgh (2021) describes as the “problem of 
evidence” in critical accounts developed around artists and the complex ways 
in which they assemble income from a variety of sources to make a living. In 
seeking to address this issue, this part of the chapter reports on a quantitative 
analysis of the correlation between social media audiences and artists’ incomes. 
More specifically, in the analysis which follows, we focus specifically on royalties 
associated with music publishing. While publishing royalties are relatively small 
compared to recording royalties,5 they nevertheless represent a crucial source of 
income for independent artists in their own right, as well as reflecting the variety 
of activities from which artists derive income.

5	 In their report produced for the UK Intellectual Property Office, Hesmondhalgh et al. (2021) 
calculate distributions based on average per-stream rates and find that approximately 55 
per cent of stream revenues go to recording rights holders, with just 18 per cent going to 
music-publishing rights holders.
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The business model operated by the publisher providing data for this study 
gives important context for the subsequent data analysis. The company operates 
an “everyman” publishing model which any and all songwriters and performers 
to sign up for their publishing service. Historically, the royalty split between a 
songwriter and publisher was 50/50, with the publisher retaining rights to that 
musical work until copyright expired (in the UK, this is currently 70 years after 
the death of the last remaining author). Currently, although terms vary between 
publishers, deals are often more in favour of the artist, with longer terms and 
control of copyrights varying between contracts, such that more successful art-
ists are often able to negotiate better deals. In the case of this particular pub-
lisher, the split is allocated 80/20 in favour of the songwriter for all artists, and 
the arrangement between the company and the artist is based on a rolling 28-day 
contract. In this sense, the company operates more as a publishing intermediary 
– or “administrative publishing company” (Alberti 2011) – charging a fee for 
the collection of licensing revenue on behalf of the copyright owner. Whereas a 
traditional publisher which would require songwriters to assign their rights to 
the publisher (Cooke 2020), rights are retained by the songwriters. While this 
business model generates a lower financial return per song than the traditional 
model, this is offset by the high volume of songs administered. By the end of 
2020, over 100,000 songwriters and catalogue owners used the service. In our 
sample of 255 artists, all were the rights holders for their music, so the artists 
in this sample can be considered as representative of independent artists more 
broadly (that is, having not signed away their song rights to a “major” publisher). 
The subsequent analysis of data reflects this context.

The growth-curve modelling employed used two key sets of variables. The 
first variable was the cumulative royalty earnings in British pounds sterling 
(GBP) of musical works attributed to the 255 artists as of the end of three given 
calendar years: 2016, 2017 and 2018. We use cumulative royalty earnings rather 
than snapshots of earnings at given points to take account of the different start-
ing positions of artists in terms of earnings and to negate the volatility that can 
be experienced from royalty income. These figures were aggregated from roy-
alty statements received by the publisher from PRS for Music and detail the 
amount of money earned by these musical works over the course of the agree-
ment with the music publisher up until that point in time. The second variable 
was the number of followers on two major social media platforms (Facebook 
and Twitter) and one major music streaming platform (Spotify), based on the 
numeric count of followers that the artist had as of the end of the 2016, 2017 
and 2018 calendar years. In the sample, for any given year the mean royalty in-
come for an artist is much larger than the median royalty income, showing this 
variable to be positively skewed; that is, there are frequent small values and just 
a few large values. In this case a positive skew indicates that more artists earn 
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towards the lower end of the range of royalty values with relatively fewer artists 
earning royalties approaching the maximum value in the sample. This skewness 
is a common feature of income data and so we use a standard statistical transfor-
mation to derive the natural logarithm of the royalty income in order to reduce 
the positive skewness. Accordingly, we analyse percentage rather than absolute 
increases.

Three different models were run to achieve a nuanced understanding of dif-
ferent income streams, the results of which are displayed in Table 5.1. The first 
model included all sources of royalty income reported on the PRS statements 
for artists in the sample. Two other versions of the model focused on specific, 
individual sources of royalty income, to control for the risk that an examination 
of total earnings alone obscured a link between social followers and particular 
kinds of royalty income. First, we focused on income from streaming royalties 
(that is, those monies collected by the company from streaming services and 
via collecting societies, and subsequently paid to artists based on the 80/20 
split). Secondly, we focused on incomes from live music royalties (that is, those 
monies collected by the company from live music venues and other sources, 

Table 5.1  Model results

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
All sources Streaming Live

Fixed Part Constant –4.795 (0.502) –4.778 (0.770) –4.803 (0.507)

Facebook followers –0.032 (0.073) –0.367 (0.127) –0.024 (0.073)
Twitter followers –0.049 (0.007) –0.203 (0.079) –0.044 (0.038)
Spotify followers –0.323 (0.030) –0.391 (0.063) –0.278 (0.028)

Random  
Part

Variance in royalties 
earned between time 
periods:

–1.597 (0.144) –2.203 (0.226) –1.918 (0.172)

Variance in royalties 
earned between artists:

–0.072 (0.005) –0.509 (0.036) –0.065 (0.004)

Notes: Model parameters estimated using MLwiN 3.05 (Charlton et al. 2020). The table displays 
parameter estimates, with associated standard errors shown in brackets. Where parameter values 
are more than twice the value of the standard error, there is considered to be a strong correlation 
between the total number of social media followers and an artists’ total cumulative royalties over 
the three-year period of our measures (indicated in bold). Where a strong correlation is identified, 
the parameters are then used to directly calculate the relative potential financial implication of an 
increase in follower numbers on royalty income, in percentage terms. A parameter value of 0.1 
represents a 1 per cent increase in total royalty income corresponding with a 10 per cent increase 
in followers on a particular platform over the three-year period, with all other variables constant.
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via collecting societies, on the basis of “public performance” and paid to artists 
based on the 80/20 split). These represent two of the primary income streams 
for independent musicians with regards to publishing royalties.

Data from the sample of 255 artists suggests that streaming is forming an in-
creasingly significant share of the publishing royalties received by independent 
artists. Over the three-year period covered by the data, the contribution made 
by streaming royalties to the total royalties of an average artist in the sample 
increased from 12 per cent in 2016 to 30 per cent by 2018. This figure corre-
sponds closely with that reported in a 2019 survey of 254 independent artists 
undertaken by MIDiA Research/Amuse which found that streaming, at 30 per 
cent of the total, represented the primary source of income for independent 
artists (Mulligan & Jopling 2019), giving some confidence to the proportions 
represented in the royalties in our sample. The total monetary value of streams 
increased by 37 per cent between 2016 and 2017, and by 52 per cent between 
2017 and 2018, indicating an accumulating increase in streaming royalties paid 
by the music publisher to independent artists. Conversely, the royalty revenue 
from live music as a share of the total royalty revenue decreased over the period 
from 50 per cent in 2016 to 37 per cent in 2018. However, it is important to 
note that most income for live music performance will be derived from the 
up-front fees paid to artists to play in front of live audiences, rather than from  
royalties.

The first stage of the analysis employed a growth curve model to analyse the 
correlation between royalties earned over three calendar years (based on cu-
mulative royalties for each year) and the following social media statistics: total 
number of Facebook followers; total number of Twitter followers; total number 
of followers on Spotify; and the Spotify Popularity Index6 (see Table 5.1, model 
1). The modelling finds no correlation for our dataset between the total number 
of Facebook followers and an artists’ total royalties from their publishing agree-
ment over the three-year period. Furthermore, while our modelling did find a 
correlation between the total number of Twitter followers and an artists’ total 
royalties, it is not significant in terms of the size of the impact on earnings; a 10 
per cent increase in followers over the three-year period, with all other variables 
constant, corresponds with just a 0.5 per cent increase in royalties. These are 
important findings, as they challenge the more optimistic discourses around 
social media that suggest artists can monetize this fan base to generate income 
to facilitate more stable, financially self-sustaining independent careers (Haynes 
& Marshall 2018). If the premise holds that artists can, or indeed must, work 

6	 The Spotify Popularity Index is a 0-to-100 score that ranks how popular an artist is relative 
to other artists on Spotify. A higher score results in artists getting placed in more editorial 
playlists and increases their reach on algorithmic playlists and recommendations.
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to develop an online audience on social media platforms to generate enough 
income to sustain their careers, then one would expect to see a clear link be-
tween growth in follower numbers on these two major social media platforms 
and growth in income from royalties. However, our modelling did find a strong 
correlation between the total number of followers of an artist on Spotify and 
total cumulative royalties. Moreover, this relationship is much more significant 
in terms of impact on artists’ royalties; a 10 per cent increase in followers on 
Spotify over the three-year period, with all other variables constant, corresponds 
with a 3.2 per cent increase in royalties. Having a follower on Spotify is much 
like having a subscriber to a channel on YouTube in the sense that an artist’s 
content will then show up more in a user’s Home/Browse windows, while also 
triggering user notification/alerts, and influencing other algorithms (such as 
Spotify’s radio stations and Release Radar) that promote an artist’s music (Joven 
2018). As such, the number of followers on Spotify has the potential to directly 
influence the number of streams an artist receives, and thus also the amount of 
royalties received from streaming. However, as there is no capacity for social 
interaction between artists and fans on the Spotify platform, artists cannot work 
directly through the platform to attract and retain followers as is possible on 
actual social media platforms.

The second stage of the analysis sought to obtain a more nuanced under-
standing of different income streams through growth curve models which sep-
arated out streaming royalties and live music royalties. Each income stream 
was modelled to examine their respective potential relationship with the social 
media statistics. With streaming royalties separated out in the modelling (see 
Table 5.1, model 2), there is a strong correlation between the number of fol-
lowers on all three platforms and streaming income. The most significant im-
pact in terms of an artist’s royalty income comes from increasing followers on 
Spotify; a 10 per cent increase in number of followers over the three-year period, 
with all other variables constant, corresponds with a 3.9 per cent increase in 
streaming royalties. We also find that increasing followers on both Facebook (a 
10 per cent increase in followers, with all other variables constant, corresponds 
with a 3.7 per cent increase in streaming royalties) and Twitter (a 10 per cent 
increase in followers, with all other variables constant, corresponds with a 2.0 
per cent increase in streaming royalties) has a significant impact on artist roy-
alty income. With streaming income forming an increasing proportion of artists 
income, these findings indicate that an important and positive co-evolution is 
occurring between social media following and the incomes artists are receiving 
from streaming.

Interestingly, there was a much greater variation between artists in our sam-
ple in terms of income levels derived from streaming royalties than from total 
royalties; in model 2 (streaming only) 18 per cent of the variance is accounted 
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for by variances between artists in terms of their total royalty incomes over the 
period, compared to just 4 per cent in model 1 (all sources). This suggests a 
higher level of variance in royalties earned from streaming amongst our art-
ists than for other sources of royalty income such as, for example, from live 
music, for which income might be considered more stable and more predicta-
ble for many musicians, especially those performing regularly. Furthermore, in 
our sample, artists beginning with a below average number of Spotify followers 
in 2016 demonstrate a steeper increase in number of followers over the three-
year period than those beginning with an above average number, and alongside 
this they demonstrated a higher growth rate in royalty earnings in percentage 
terms. This further supports our assertion of a co-evolution of social media and 
streaming, while also suggesting the potential for faster growth in both followers 
and royalty earnings in the early stages of an artist’s career, both of which will 
then subsequently slow over time.

In addition, our findings also suggest that a connection exists between the 
number of followers on music streaming platforms (MSPs) and the royalty in-
comes received from live music (see Table 5.1, model 3). With royalties from 
live music separated out in the modelling, we find a strong correlation between 
the total number of followers of an artist on Spotify and total live music royal-
ties. Here, a 10 per cent increase in the total of number of followers on Spotify 
over the three-year period, with all other variables constant, corresponds with 
a 2.8 per cent increase in total royalties from live music. These results suggest 
that listening to artists on a streaming platform may subsequently result in fans 
watching an artist live or, conversely, that watching an artist live will encourage 
fans to listen to that artist on a streaming platform supporting the notion of a 
“co-evolution” between streaming and live music (Naveed et al. 2017).

For artists, there are many positives to online interaction with fans that go 
beyond simply building follower numbers in search of financial reward. Baym 
(2018) argues that the value in the relational labour of social media lies primar-
ily in the “enriching, and profoundly validating” social ties that can be formed. 
Yet, whilst recognizing these emotional and symbolic rewards, the relational 
labour necessary is additional labour to be undertaken by the “artist as inter-
mediary” (Kribs 2017), and there are going to be limits to the benefits gleaned 
from such non-monetary rewards, especially in conditions of financial precarity 
(Frenette 2016). As such, this additional labour will not be equally valued nor 
welcomed by all. However, our findings suggest that building a social media fol-
lowing is becoming more important for independent artists in relation to the 
royalty incomes received from streaming. Set in the context of the high level of 
income precarity experienced amongst independent artists (Mulligan & Jopling 
2019), and the increasing influence of MSPs on artist’s careers in music, our 
findings suggest that a positive co-evolution is occurring between a social media 



THE RISE OF THE PLATFORM MUSIC INDUSTRIES

102

following and the incomes artists receive from streaming. Similarly, it would 
seem that a connection exists between the number of followers on MSPs and the 
size of live audiences for artists, supporting the notion of a positive co-evolution 
between streaming and live music incomes (Naveed et al. 2017).

Mobilizing fan enthusiasm from crowdfunding to the blockchain

Running alongside – and indeed propelling the development of social media 
platforms – there has been a broader change in the contours of capitalism which 
has made the harnessing of fans to the interests of capitalism not just a business 
proposition but an integral part of generating business propositions. Driven 
by the networking capacity of the internet and mobile technologies, since at 
least the early 2000 pervasive communications have been transforming con-
sumer practices (Rheingold 2002) such that what were once seen as makeshift 
alliances and inspired improvizations are gradually settling into a new pattern 
of producer-consumer relations that have the power to redefine what is under-
stood as innovation and markets. This has given rise to what might termed an 
internet-enabled enthusiastic consumption, which has blurred the boundaries 
between firms, consumers and the creative process. Consumers are increas-
ingly taking cues from one another rather than from conventional channels 
such as large corporations or media outlets, catalysed in part through means 
of communication and consumption such as social media platforms, web sites 
and blogs, wherein “influencers” wield considerable agency in determining taste 
and “followership” (Harrigan et al. 2021). These technologies have transformed 
atomized, individual “sovereign” consumers into connected consumer collec-
tives which, we argue, is important in theorizing the fusion of production and 
consumption of value (Kiss & Bichler 2008). Fan communities can be seen as 
tribal collectives, affective assemblages of neo-tribes searching for shared sen-
timents, or at least approval of their assumed narrations of self (Duffett 2013; 
Hetherington 1998; Maffesoli 1996). The solidarity made possible by the inter-
net provides shared experience; validation is both sought and found. Labels, or 
groupings, become organizing factors in the lives of members, who seek support 
and affirmation by bonding with others of a similar kind (Sundararajun 2016).

Academic research on fandom has sought to understand why fans make 
considerable emotional investments in the objects, subjects and texts that 
they follow. The recognition of the importance of emotion and affect within 
the performance of fandom led Sandvoss to define a fan as an individual who 
undertakes “the regular, emotionally involved consumption of a given popular 
narrative or text” (Sandvoss 2005: 8). Abercrombie and Longhurst (1998: 121) 
meanwhile define fans as a “skilled audience”, arguing that the competencies and 
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skills of fans differ, as do the actions that stem from their fandom. They argue 
that differences in the skills and competencies of fans constitute an “audience 
continuum”; thus, fans may be distinguished from general consumers but also, 
in turn, from what they describe as “cultists” and enthusiasts, representing a 
deepening of the “division of labor” of fandom. Sandvoss argues “that [while] 
fandom at its core remains a form of spectatorship” (2005: 53), based on the fact 
that studies have revealed that “fans,” as defined above, overwhelmingly out-
number the more active and engaged cultists or enthusiasts, the activities of 
the latter groups indicate that in some cases the emotional investment within 
the subjects of their fandom drives them to acts of textual production or other 
forms of active engagement. It is this tendency that is being harnessed by eco-
nomic agents to augment and refine their production of cultural goods and ser-
vices. In the following section, we consider this in relation to the emergence of 
crowdfunding platforms as a way in which musicians, through developing their 
own set of fans, cultists and enthusiasts, can generate new sources of income 
or funding. We subsequently expand on this discussion further in Chapter 6 in 
relation to new developments in online audience engagement.

Towards the co-creation of value: the rise of crowdfunding

In opening this chapter, we noted that the recorded music industry which 
emerged from its crisis of reproduction is one of reduced capital flow, smaller 
artist rosters, and substantially reduced record label budgets per project. This 
has created something of a wider venture gap in the music industries, where 
money to fund the emergence of new music is increasingly the responsibility of 
musicians in a way that it was not in the past. Partly in response to the more par-
simonious position taken by record companies following the MP3 crisis, there 
has emerged a greater awareness of alternative funding options open to artists, 
from traditional means such as seeking grants from charities and associations, 
or borrowing from friends and family, to newer developments such as commer-
cial funding in the form of debt and investment (Harris 2013) and crowdfund-
ing. Crowdfunding seeks to leverage the power of affect and emotion which, by 
targeting fans, has the potential to provide the investment needed to develop 
new music and establish musical careers but without the need to generate mar-
ket standard returns on investment as demanded by more traditional funding 
routes. Crowdfunding seeks to align the interest of producers and consumers 
through a campaign to raise money to fund new ventures of various kinds: it is 
an online collective action through which initiators seek to gather funds from a 
large number of contributors, often using crowdfunding platforms to facilitate 
contact and flow of resources between parties.



THE RISE OF THE PLATFORM MUSIC INDUSTRIES

104

Crowdfunding covers a spectrum of activity. At one end, crowdfunding 
represents an analogue of the financial sector, making it possible to arrange 
personal and business loans, and even equity finance. At the other end, crowd-
funding is driven by gifts and donations or where money is offered in exchange 
for a non-pecuniary reward. It is this later kind of crowdfunding that has the 
most relevance for music, representing a means of funding creative and innova-
tion-related projects by tapping into the enthusiasms and passions of motivated 
fans and enthusiasts (Bennett et al. 2015). In this respect, crowdfunding seeks 
to take advantage of the internet’s long tail (Anderson 2006), by aggregating 
geographically distributed sources of supply and demand to form markets with 
viable critical mass. Crowdfunding has the potential to inculcate long-term re-
lationships between musicians (as borrowers) and fans (as lenders/donators) 
through the intermediation of the P2P platforms on which they are based. 
Through such platforms, musicians have the opportunity to develop narrow 
but potentially temporally deep and repetitive sources of funding, particularly 
given that fans provide money for motivations related to fandom and affect. In 
this way, crowdfunding mobilizes what Lewis (2002) has described as “inter-
est group” economics and what Sundararajan (2016) describes as crowd-based 
capitalism.

Within the music and entertainment field, a number of crowdfunding sites 
have come to prominence. Indeed, it was in this field that the principle of 
crowdfunding emerged, as in the late 1990s the out-of-favour neo-progressive 
rock band Marillion used an incipient online network of dedicated fans to raise 
$60,000 they needed to fund a US tour. The band turned to their fans when, 
being without a contract with a record label that would pay for investments 
in their career, they lacked the funds necessary to underwrite the costs (Lewis 
2002). Emboldened by this fundraising success, the band turned again to its fans 
to provide investment for a new record. Estimating that they needed an advance 
of £100,000 to pay for recording costs, the band raised £200,000 in weeks from 
16,000 fans (Lewis 2002: 132). It took almost a decade for the ideas forged by 
the likes of Marillion to be formalized into crowdfunding platforms that would 
attract funds to support the musical economy. SellaBand was established in 
2006, followed by Slicethepie (2007), Indiegogo (2008), and Pledge Music (2009). 
However, the best-known crowdfunding platform in this field is Kickstarter, es-
tablished in New York in 2009, and which now has additional offices in Los 
Angeles, London, Berlin and Vancouver. Kickstarter allows artists of all kinds to 
make appeals for money to fund their “projects”, with the donor’s reward being 
the successful completion of a project to which supporters were committed or 
at least interested in seeing bear fruit and even – although this is not obligatory 
– obtaining a copy of the output of the project or, in the case of performance art, 
for example, participation in it.
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An examination of the music section of Kickstarter quickly establishes that 
the activities for which artists seek funding are those formerly undertaken by 
record companies. These include the recording, mixing, and mastering of new 
songs, album artwork design, the manufacturing and printing of CDs, promo-
tion and publicity, and website design. The amount of money requested varies, 
from modest amounts to levels of investment that even record companies at the 
height of their financial powers may have hesitated to approve. For example, a 
former member of the band Dresden Dolls, Amanda Palmer, used Kickstarter to 
raise $100,000 to record her first solo album. The appeal period for all artists is 
strictly limited – if artists do not raise the target fund in a maximum of 90 days 
all investments are returned to supporters – yet Palmer managed to earn more 
than ten times her target figure, generating a total fund of $1.2 million. The abil-
ity of Palmer to leverage the affect and loyalty of fans into investment capital was 
particularly impressive given that she was seen as a having only a narrow market 
appeal. The money raised was used to record an album, which sold enough cop-
ies in its first week to make the Billboard top 10. In addition, Palmer hoped to 
bank $100,000 of the $1.2 million as pure profit (Lindvall 2012).

However, while this form of fund raising may enable some artists to circum-
vent the gatekeeping role of record companies, obtaining money this way is not 
without its own cost. The rewards that generate the highest investments tend to 
be those through which the artists give more of themselves through personal ap-
pearances and engagements, often in small scale or intimate settings. For exam-
ple, two fans paid $10,000 for an “art-sitting” and dinner with Palmer (Lindvall 
2012). Anecdotal evidence suggests that artists find these quite challenging, due 
to the high level of social and cultural capital required to manage them, and 
the potential unpredictability of the event. As we outlined earlier in this chap-
ter, direct interaction with fans in person and even via social media requires 
considerable emotional labour as they seek to cultivate and build relationships 
that might be economically sustaining (Morris 2014). In this regard, such invest-
ments may be seen as more complicated exchanges that take on elements of the 
gift in as much as they have long-lasting social obligations and implications and 
lack the degree of separation that traditionally accompanies transactions based 
on exchange.

One might interpret these developments in rather different ways. They might 
be viewed as part of a new technological democracy which allows for more pub-
lic deliberation on products and services and, indeed, more input into their de-
sign, funding and realization. Like democracy, this does not mean that everyone 
participates, or participates equally. Some consumers want to build, drive, and 
even fund the communities into which they are hooked and are orbiting around 
in tighter circuits and at faster speeds; this is the deep end of fandom. As we 
have noted, recent technological developments have enabled them to do this 
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more fully, controlled by the extent to which individuals have disposable income 
for such investment. Other consumers want a fleeting encounter according to 
the circumstances in which they find themselves. Alternatively, one might see 
crowdfunding as a costless incubator site for record companies, which provides 
a proof-of-concept test and brings new talent to the market, which they can 
then sign and channel recordings to streaming sites in which the record compa-
nies are heavily invested and divert little money back to artists. In other words, 
the creative commons that some commentators want to see may be simply a 
new form of ownership, little more than the latest phase in the commodification 
of consumer desire. This is a way in which capitalism can extract value from 
resources that are more or less free and easily accessible; moreover, it is difficult 
to describe such value extraction as exploitation, if such resources are not only 
given freely but also with enthusiasm.

O’Dair and Owen (2019) offer a cautionary note about the potential of 
crowdfunding, arguing that it is not as promising for emerging artists as is 
sometimes suggested. The success of Amanda Palmer, as described above is, 
they argue, unusual; they note that as of January 2018, only just under half (49.45 
per cent) of the music projects on Kickstarter had been successfully funded, 
and the sums raised significantly lower than the sort of figure raised by Palmer. 
Palmer’s success, they suggest, was underpinned by the fact that she already had 
a significant fan base from her time in Dresden Dolls. Gamble et al. (2017), in 
their qualitative analysis of crowdfunding in music, also note how the benefits 
for the financial models of independent artists are dependent on fanbase demo-
graphic variables relating to age group, due to a “sustained apprehension from 
younger audiences” (2017: 33). Subsequently, O’Dair and Owen (2019) argue 
that for many new artists it is likely that they will be unable to “break out of their 
local market, in which they may be known through live performance, or from 
an equally small online market developed through posting recorded music that 
is consumed for free” (2019: 11). Thus, they go on to argue, “for musicians, and 
emerging musicians in particular, the DIY potential of the digital era is being 
restricted by a lack of access to capital – and traditional crowdfunding has not 
proved a viable alternative” (2019: 11). Moreover, from an analysis of the use of 
Kickstarter by Canadian musicians, Bannerman (2020) argues that claims for its 
democratizing potential have validity up to a point, in as much as it “does make 
economic capital and financial resources more accessible to debut musicians 
and to those musicians who do not have the social capital (connections) to win 
a grant or music label support” while also benefitting musicians “working in 
small cities, who may not have robust networks of support, [but who] can access 
funds through Kickstarter” (Bannerman 2020: 258). However, these access gains 
are, Bannerman argues, ultimately modest given that they disproportionately 
benefit white male musicians. Bannerman notes that in return for such limited 
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gains “the owners of Kickstarter collect significant profits, appropriate the social 
capital brought to the site by its users, and capitalize on the success, prestige, 
and cultural capital of their users” (Bannerman 2020: 259).

Towards decentralized musical economies: the case of blockchain

More recently, developments around Web 3.0,7 the blockchain and the Metaverse, 
are allowing new innovations and more equitable forms of artist funding to be 
explored. Potts and Rennie (2019) suggest that one way to view blockchain is as 
an institutional or governance technology that forms an economic infrastruc-
ture for creative industries that increase capabilities and productivity while at 
the same time disrupting markets, business models and organizational forms 
by bringing about a radical process of reintermediation, reducing the need for 
established intermediaries necessary for trust and validation (such as lawyers 
and auditors for example). Potts and Rennie identify two types of specific ef-
fects. The first relates to a new institutional infrastructure in terms of money 
and finance, consisting of tokens8 and digital registries for identifying assets, 
including intellectual property using smart contracts9 and various other organ-
izational infrastructure built on the new technology of shared ledgers. The sec-
ond effect relates to creative production and consumption. In this context, Potts 
and Rennie argue, “blockchain technology suggests a technical prospect (which 
may or may not be realized) to facilitate broader and lower-cost opportunities 
for collaborative production, and of more direct (P2P) relationships between 
artistic producers and fans” (2019: 96).

For O’Dair et al. (2016: 14), “blockchain technology could have a signif-
icant effect on crowdfunding, with artists issuing their own shares or tokens 
and smart contracts guaranteeing that pledge contributions would be returned 
were funding targets not met”. The emergence of non-fungible tokens (NFTs) – 
unique digital assets represented by tokens (strings of text) encoded on a share 
accounting ledger (underpinned by blockchain technologies) – represent per-
haps the most widely recognized application of blockchain within the creative 

7	 “Web 3.0” is a term used to describe uses of the World Wide Web which incorporate 
concepts such as decentralization, blockchain technologies, and token-based economics. 
This is often contrasted with “Web 2.0” in which data and content are typically centralized 
in a small group of companies referred to as Big Tech.

8	 A digital token is a digital representation of an asset, value, or utility. It can be used for 
various purposes, such as accessing services, participating in decentralized applications or 
representing ownership in an asset.

9	 A smart contract is a piece of software run on a distributed ledger enabling the automatic 
execution of activities based on pre-set contingent rules (Borgogno & Martino 2024).
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industries, providing a means by which fans can directly support musicians10 in 
a range of musical activities including composition and music making, live per-
formance and merchandising. Pointing to NFT-related trends, Turchet (2023) 
argues that we are now seeing a: “profound (and likely lasting) change in how 
musicians create music and engage with their audiences and fans. Essentially, 
we are witnessing a new fan-artist relationship, where the fan not only acts as a 
direct patron, but can also get revenues from the support provided to the artist” 
(Turchet 2023: 1817).

More broadly, Turchet argues, blockchain technologies have the potential 
for novel forms of revenue streams to arise. These centre around fans directly 
supporting musicians through a variety of different means (without passing 
through any intermediary), such as, for example, buying merchandise in the 
form of digital assets (for example, NFTs), or the purchase of the rights of a 
musical composition with blockchain tracking ownership. Most existing strat-
egies for crowdfunding for music projects operate, as noted above, via a re-
ward model, which does little to offer funders a return on their investment, 
and as such musicians raising money in this way rely on supporters that are 
both committed and at least partly philanthropic. Recent developments in 
crowdfunding platforms have sought to address this issue by offering fans the 
opportunity to take financial shares in the recording projects they are support-
ing. The Swedish MusicTech start-up Corite, for example, operates a platform 
whereby artists create fan campaigns to obtain support for activities around 
the production and distribution of music (recording and promotional activi-
ties, for example), with backing provided up-front by fans in return for a share 
of the streaming revenues following release. Should the release meet a pre-de-
fined target for number of streams across MSPs, supporters see the return of 
their original investment, and should the release exceed this streaming goal, 
supporters begin to make a profit on their investment, based on the size of their 
contribution. Thus, such as model is seen as a win-win for both musicians and 
their supporters, albeit with the inherent risk that comes with any such invest-
ment that money will be lost with no financial reward (although fans may still 
feel compensated through the non-financial rewards associated with the phil-
anthropic backing of emerging artists). Since its launch in 2020, Corite has pro-
moted almost three hundred artist-led crowdfunding campaigns across a range 
of genres, all of which have been funded to their target goals, although no data 

10	 However, the values of NFTs have proved to be highly volatile, as they are highly reactive 
to variations in the price of cryptocurrencies (Ante 2021). This suggests this would be an 
unreliable source of income for musicians or other creative workers, notwithstanding other 
concerns about protecting the intellectual property rights of NTFs against infringement in 
the form of unauthorized minting and duplication.
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is available on what proportion of fans profit from, or even recoup, their initial  
investment.

We are now also witnessing new developments related to the convergence of 
blockchain technologies and the Metaverse, where connected users will be able 
to virtually interact within each other, through the form of avatars, in a shared 
virtual environment whilst working, collaborating, playing, selling and purchas-
ing. Turchet (2023) argues that contemporary audiences are seeking more en-
gaging musical experiences and closer interactions with performers, and that 
development in the Metaverse bring new opportunities to cater to these de-
mands. Turchet points to the emergence of a “Musical Metaverse”, dedicated to 
musical activities from composing and music making to performing and expe-
riencing virtual live concerts, while at the same time music is crossing over into 
other Metaverse spaces. The online game platform and game creation system 
ROBLOX, for example, has hosted virtual concerts from high profile artists such 
as Lil Nas X, David Guetta, Mariah Carey and George Ezra, while the online 
game platform Fortnite has hosted exclusive virtual musical performances from 
artists such Travis Scott and Ariana Grande. Both of these platforms generate 
revenue through in-game sales of their virtual currencies – Robux and V-bucks 
respectively – which are exchanged for exclusive content and experiences. In the 
case of virtual concerts, fans are able to attend and interact with concertgoers 
via their in-game avatars in ways that familiar in gameplay, with light shows 
and special effects of the kind found at physical concerts. In 2021, Sony Music 
Entertainment announced a strategic partnership to bring Sony Music record-
ing artists into the Roblox Metaverse, and to work together to develop inno-
vative music experiences for the Roblox community and offer a range of new 
commercial opportunities for Sony Music artists to reach new audiences and 
generate new revenue streams around virtual entertainment. Indeed, Sony have 
been very much at the forefront of developments in the Musical Metaverse; in 
2022 Sony Music acquired Prism Project, a virtual-talent initiative launching 
“vTubers” (virtual YouTubers) with their associated avatars/animated charac-
ters. Upon its closure in March 2024, the programme had eighteen managed 
artists, who subsequently became independent (i.e. they were not signed) once 
the programme ended. The reason for the closure of the programme was cited 
as being the considerable staff resources required to sustain and then grow the 
brand (Dredge 2024b).

The Musical Metaverse offers the potential for fans to have new ways of 
connecting with music, their favourite artists, and to each other, creating “an 
enriched range of music interaction modalities that ultimately are expected 
to greatly benefit a large variety of music stakeholders” (Turchet 2023: 1824). 
Indeed, several MusicTech start-ups are making headway with developments 
in the Music Metaverse as part of what is being termed a “decentralized” or 
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“distributed” creator economy. In 2022, the MusicTech firm Melodity, for ex-
ample, announced that it was developing a Web 3.0 monetization infrastructure 
that enables play-to-earn (P2E, where users can earn cryptocurrency via playing 
games), listen-to-earn (L2E, where users can earn cryptocurrency by listening 
to music or other audio content) and Metaverse opportunties based on a pro-
prietary blockchain. Melodity claims it plans for artists to keep 90 per cent of 
revenue from their art, a rate they hope will become a new benchmark. Their 
platform has three elements: DoMeta, a music-centric Metaverse in which art-
ists fans can play, learn, create and participate in live events together, combining 
blockchain, NFTs and play-to-earn; DoDuet a platform revolving around con-
tests and gamifying music, offering listen-to-earn opportunities; and DoMart, 
an NFT marketplace for the platform, offering music distribution and the sale 
and licensing of composite music NFTS. The platform operates its own crypto-
currency: the Melodity token ($MELD).

Such models are reflective of a wider shift from more traditional platform 
economics towards a new decentralized token economy (Voshmgir 2020) or 
“tokenomics”. In its most straightforward application to music, “tokenization” 
refers to a process whereby the ownership of each piece of digital music is 
distributed into many parts, which can then be exchanged for monetary in-
vestment from a large number of investors. In this regard, platforms may use 
tokenization to facilitate direct investment and ownership by fans in the success 
of creative careers and outputs, and from which they may take a share. Yet, such 
platforms also utilize tokenized economies to monetize the data, content and 
engagement of platform users. They do so by creating their ecosystems in collab-
oration with the community in ways that are much more open than traditional 
platform models, enabling new forms of value co-creation and exchange beyond 
those associated with the dominant “attention economy” of Web 2.0 (Elsden 
et al. 2024). This could include, for example allowing users to earn tokens for 
their interactions, such as liking, sharing, or commenting on posts, or sharing 
particular forms of data with the platform. These tokens can then be traded or 
redeemed for rewards, creating a new layer of engagement and participation.

Such strategies are particularly used where the platform’s primary objective 
is the exchange of information – for example, social networks, content distri-
bution, and video streaming (Lage et al. 2022) – information which can subse-
quently be sold to third parties, such as data collection companies, for purposes 
such as targeted advertisements, generating profits for the platform. The previ-
ously mentioned crowdfunding start-up Corite, for example, recently launched 
“missions” where users can earn “fan power” (in the form of digital tokens, called 
“CO tokens”) by engaging in a variety of tasks linked to the platform and the 
artists on the platform. In its first iteration, as the platform looks to build users, 
these missions involve fans completing profiles on the platform, connecting 
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their Discord account, following the social media and Spotify accounts of the 
platform, and inviting friends to the platform, for all of which these receive fan 
power tokens. These tokens can be collected and then in theory later be re-
deemed towards rewards such as access to exclusive content as the platform 
develops. Users can also connect their cryptocurrency wallets to the platform in 
order to receive pay-outs from investments in releases in cryptocurrency. In es-
sence, for such music platforms, the use of tokenomics is aimed at incentivizing 
fans to consume and engage with content and activities on the platform, build-
ing an engaged user base from which not only artists but also the platform itself 
can subsequently benefit through various strategies for monetization, including 
the monetization of user data.

Platform developers such as those mentioned above, along with many in-
dustry commentators, describe such developments as creating decentralized or 
distributed creator economies that empower creators to monetize their work 
and take control of their intellectual property rights. The building of systems 
that run on code are attractive in that they offer up the possibility of a radical 
form of reintermediation that removes the requirement for all manner of costly 
intermediaries charging for their services (Borgono & Martino 2024). But such 
platforms are in fact positioning themselves as key intermediaries between artist 
and audience. As such, this brings into question the notion that such devel-
opments truly represent decentralization, subject as they are to the underlying 
economic logics of platforms. As Elsden et al. (2024: 184) note, an underlying 
concern amongst creative communities in relation to contemporary internet 
platforms is the scope or the platform to “unilaterally extract (and abuse) the 
value co-created laboriously” between artists and their audiences. In this re-
spect, a more radical vision of blockchain-enabled decentralization has come 
to the fore in recent years: the decentralized autonomous organization (DAO).

DAOs are forms of internet-based organizations which are collectively 
owned, and member managed. In their essence, DAOs are complex blockchain 
smart contracts which allow token holders to participate directly in decision 
making processes and decentralized entrepreneurial activities (Borgogno & 
Martino 2024). By offering a form of decentralization, the DAO also offers 
up the potential to bring about considerable efficiencies through reinterme-
diation. In the most common structure of a DAO, everyone in the organiza-
tion contributes to decision-making through a system of proposals and voting 
(Catlow & Rafferty 2022). Some DAOs give members the right to a portion of 
an organization’s profits (or losses) while others provide their members with 
the right to access or manage the resources or services within the DAO, abiding 
by and trusting the software and the smart contracts underpinning the DAO 
rather than relying on legal formalities (Borgogno & Martino 2024). However, 
more than this, from a radical perspective they also represent mechanisms for 
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technologically formalizing artistic (and often geographically dispersed) friend-
ships, collaborations and network structures, creating “resilient and mutable 
systems for scale-free interdependence and mutual aid” (Catlow & Rafferty 
2022: 27). DAOs allow communities of artists to develop their own instruments 
for self-and-community realization, create the distribution cultures, platforms 
and channels to share ideas, practices and insights, and own a stake in their mu-
tual future prosperity (ibid.). For example, Friends with Benefits is a DAO that 
was established in 2020. Wanting to “redefine the cultural industries”, the DAO 
operates as “an artist’s collective that uses blockchain tokens to unlock access, 
manage payments, and collectively vote on group investments” (O’Dwyer 2023: 
233, 235). As O’Dwyer describes:

Friends with Benefits is not the first example of its kind … but it re-
ceived the most mainstream attention, with over 6,000 members in-
cluding musicians Azelia Banks and Erykah Badu. It was like a virtual 
club … only instead of premises, the collective runs on multiple Discord 
channels dedicated to fashion, music, art and live-streamed event con-
tent. Users must buy into the FWB token to become a member of the 
collective.� (O’Dwyer 2023: 234)

While markets alone, Catlow and Rafferty (2022) argue, produce inequality, 
monopoly and fragility, diverse ecologies produce resilience. In theory at least, 
DAOs offer the potential to decentralize the ownership, governance and value 
capture of platforms, shifting the balance of power from platforms and the mar-
ket to creators and their audiences. First, they allow for the realization through 
distributed ledger technologies of new and more direct opportunties for audi-
ences and fellow artists alike to invest in and take ownership of the success of 
creative careers and outputs. At the heart of a DOA sits the digital token, and 
that token has a price, enabling particular forms of monetization and value, and 
(collective) saving and investment. However, as Schneider (2022: 20) contends 
with regards to DOA members, “the benefits they care most about are not finan-
cial: like any friendship, a DOA will not survive long if its heart can only pump 
transactions”. Second, then, DOAs crucially offer new opportunities for collec-
tivity and solidarity amongst artists through shared membership and decision 
making in new decentralized organizational forms.

Given the above, DAOs might be seen as aligning with a broader “cypher-
punk” ethos, a term that refers to “social movements, individuals, institutions, 
technologies, and political actions that, with a decentralized approach, defend, 
support, offer, code, or rely on strong encryption systems in order to re-shape 
social, political, or economic asymmetries” (Ramiro & Queiroz 2022: no pagi-
nation). Jirásek (2023), however, questions just how decentralized DAOs are in 
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reality, arguing that many DAOs are decentralized in name only. He points, for 
example, to issues such as power asymmetries whereby major token holders 
have a disproportionate say in organizational voting, low community partici-
pation in developing and voting in proposals, and the use of off-chain voting. 
Such issues can result in DAOs not being authentically decentralized which in 
turn has significant implications for their radical social and economic potential 
in a cultural field such as music. Moreover, O’Dwyer questions how radical they 
really are, given that in 2021 the Friends with Benefits DAO was the beneficiary 
of a $10 million investment from Andreessen Horowitz, one of Silicon Valley’s 
largest venture capital firms, for which it was expecting a significant return on 
the investment:

Friends with Benefits did not just tokenize art – it tokenized prestige, 
vibes, bragging rights, membership with the in crowd. People were 
buying in in the hope that they would belong, but also make money. 
Kind of like art, honestly.� (O’Dwyer 2023: 236)

Conclusion

Optimistic discourses have emerged around social media platforms as a means 
for artists to reach new global audiences, monetize fan bases and facilitate more 
stable, financially self-sustaining independent careers. For independent artists, 
a large social media following may be key to gaining a recording contract with a 
record label, as it presents a mechanism through which artists can demonstrate 
an already established fan base. Increasingly A&R staff at labels are looking for 
such indicators that an artist has an existing and sizeable audience for their 
music to inform their decision-making (Arditi 2020). In turn, a recording con-
tract may be key in allowing an artist to develop a financially sustainable career. 
Yet, it seems clear that that developing and maintaining an online presence in-
volves an entrepreneurial approach to self-marketing and brings new (and often 
invisible and unpaid) demands in the shape of relational labour. Furthermore, 
the matter of artists being able to monetize the “attention” they are being paid 
online is far from straightforward, given that successful media campaigns are 
exceptionally labour intensive. It is also made more difficult by the viral nature 
of music promotion in the social media age. Without connections to formal 
music industries institutions, artists encounter significant limits in trying reach 
broader audiences (Sargent 2009). In their research into young musicians in the 
Netherlands, Leenders et al. (2015) find that, while social media platforms pro-
vide some benefits for independent artists, access to most old and new media 
platforms is largely resource dependent and that “some level of fame, success 
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and marketing support is needed before these media offer a significant oppor-
tunity for young artists” (2015: 1813). Therefore, they found that the most suc-
cessful artists in their sample were represented by a record company, who both 
control access to mass media and are able to use new media effectively as part of 
their bundling strategies.

Given the above, in this chapter we have subsequently highlighted the grow-
ing importance of what we have termed “mobilizing fan enthusiasm”, and in 
particular how crowdfunding platforms are filling a venture gap in the music 
industries where money to fund the emergence of new music is increasingly the 
responsibility of musicians. Crowdfunding, we have argued, through leveraging 
the power of affect and emotion, has the potential for some to provide the in-
vestment needed to develop new music and establish musical careers. However, 
some commentators have argued that that crowdfunding failed to prove it is 
a viable alternative to “traditional” record label funding mechanisms, leaving 
the potential of many artists in the digital era restricted by a lack of access to 
capital (O’Dair & Owen 2019). Taken together, social media and crowdfunding 
form part of the contemporary “promotional universe” that surrounds artists 
and which “exhorts them to participate” (Klein et al. 2017: 231). But the “sys-
tematic difficulties” surrounding music under capitalism (Hesmondhalgh 2020) 
continue to make it extremely difficult for smaller independent artists to develop 
financially self-sustaining independent careers despite the possibilities and affor-
dances of these platforms. In this regard, in this chapter we have also considered 
some of the more radical decentralized social and economic alternatives offered 
by blockchain technologies, and in particular DAOs, which represent possibly 
profound change in the ways in which musicians engage with each other, their 
audiences and fans, and make money from their creative labour. Or, as O’Dwyer 
(2023) argues, possibly more of the same, but in a new guise. Building on this, in 
the next chapter, we move on to consider the opportunities for innovation, au-
dience engagement and revenue generation associated with live streaming plat-
forms, set in the context of live performance to the music industries. We reflect 
in particular on the complexities of monetizing music through live streaming.

Before closing this chapter, however, it is important to recognize that it is 
highly likely that both the major record labels and the MSPs will themselves 
seek to further exploit the monetization of fan enthusiasm and explore more de-
centralized platform models. With regards to music streaming, a recent article 
by the American investment bank Goldman Sachs (2023) suggested that there 
is a $4.2 billion market opportunity for “superfan monetization”. They point 
to the fact that with revenues per stream currently falling, one way to boost 
revenue is through “superfan segmentation”. Current streaming models do not 
distinguish among users, charging each the same flat monthly fee. This, they 
argue, fails to recognize the different levels of engagement customers have with 
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streaming platforms and artists, neglecting the value that may be created by a 
specific artist or song. In doing so, they project that monetization of superfans 
could add $2 billion of incremental revenue for streaming platforms by 2027 
and $4 billion by 2030, representing a 16 per cent boost to paid streaming rev-
enues.11 Accordingly, they argue, the structure of payments between streaming 
services and music labels will need change to distinguish “premium content”. 
They also point to the option of a user-centric model that distributes pay-outs 
from each user’s subscription based directly on the user’s listening habits, or 
the option of a more flexible artist-centric model that seeks to distribute pay-
outs based on the value an artist creates and provides for the platform. With 
regards to crowdfunding, Gamble et al. (2017) note, major labels are currently 
using crowdfunding to various degrees on account of its compatibility with the 
pre-sell aspect; that is, enabling the creation of a buzz amongst fans and making 
them feel invested in a particular artist or project, while at the same time gaining 
a sense of fan interest in projects and helping the labels to financially de-risk. 
The adoption of crowdfunding, they argue, could also affect other aspects of the 
major’s financial models, such as the “prospect of incorporating crowdfunding 
into mini subscription services to the artist in the lead up to an album release” 
(Gamble et al. 2017: 34). As they suggest, the majors are displaying clear signs of 
innovative approaches to integrating crowdfunding into various configurations 
of their business models.

11	 Although for some artists, there are clearly downsides to the rise of superfans. In addition 
to the dangers of some fans reacting badly to perceptions of being let down, as discussed 
in Chapter 1 in the case of Chappel Roan, some artists have in turn reacted badly to what 
they perceive is the predictability of response that occurs when groups of fans attend 
several live performances in a single tour and crowd out local attendees. For example, in 
2024 Chrissie Hynde of The Pretenders used social media to communicate directly to such 
superfans: “When we go on tour, the whole point of it for the band is that we are playing 
to a different audience every night. That’s why we go on tour! … So if we’re in Edinburgh 
(like we are tonight), we look forward to seeing local faces. This is what makes it new for us 
every night. We appreciate those of you who follow us and buy tickets for multiple nights, 
so please don’t be offended if we request you to move out of the front row … All we are 
asking is that you give the local fans a chance. This is what keeps it new for us … especially 
after being on tour for so many months” (cited in Singh 2024). Such was the negative 
reaction from their most loyal – and most lucrative – fan base that by the end of the year 
Hynde had at least qualified her comments as part of a more general apology to fans who 
she criticized during live shows for using smart phones to film and record performances 
(Mensah 2024).
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6
LIVE MUSIC, LIVE STREAMING

Introduction

In 2024, the music company Music Ally, which provides a range of services for 
the music industries such as news feeds, marketing, training and events, re-
leased another of its “how-to” Sandbox guides for practitioners, which in this 
case focused on the “superfan” (Gorman 2024). Building on the kinds of devel-
opments outlined in the last two chapters – such as the mobilization both of 
data and techniques of engagement that might better exploit fandom and affect 
across social media – the guide offers tips to music industries professionals on 
the best ways of “building, nurturing, and monetizing the most enthusiastic and 
supportive followers of an artist” (Gorman 2024; no pagination). The ideas for 
engagement suggested in the guide are designed to make fans feel they were 
gaining unusual levels of engagement with artists by manufacturing episodes 
of “exclusivity”, while at the same time creating opportunities for the artists and 
their representatives to extract income from their followers by creating “oppor-
tunities” through which they might express their “loyalty” through various acts 
of expenditure. Aware that such strategies might appear too nakedly instrumen-
tal and coldly calculative in an environment driven by affect and emotion, the 
Music Ally guide notes the importance of doing this in “an authentic way … 
at different budget points” (Gorman 2024; no pagination). As well as a helpful 
checklist for artists and managers, the guide offers a set of exemplar case studies 
of the ways in which some artists have used technologies and innovative meth-
ods of engagement to create a sense of both community and exclusivity for their 
most committed fans, while all the time giving these fans further opportunities 
to spend money on the objects of their affection.

Such fan engagement strategies are seen as invaluable for artists in an en-
vironment where income from recorded music is much reduced and where 
popular music struggles to gain attention among an audience demographic that 
that is likely to spend time using varied forms of digital entertainment across 
various social media platforms (Leyshon 2014). From the case studies provided 
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by Music Ally, it appears that one of the key spaces in which to enact these strat-
egies is a performance or event of some kind. An example provided in the guide 
is that of a “listening event”, where fans are given access to a limited number of 
place-specific opportunities to listen to a new recording by an artist, with a case 
study drawing on the experiences of vocalist and guitarist Adrianne Lenker. The 
organization of her programme of listening events was outlined to Music Ally 
by the head of marketing at her record company: “… we did 12 listening events 
worldwide with hi-fi audio, limited edition lyric books illustrated by Adrianne 
that were only available there, for free, for everybody. We premiered a video 
that’s not coming out for a couple of months, people brought T-shirts and tote 
bags, and we did free screen printing with a drawing by Adrianne. Basically try-
ing this experience with us” (quoted in Gorman 2024: 6).

While a listening party may be a new kind of event (Riom 2023), musical 
performance has been a key part of the wider musical economy since the devel-
opment of an economic market for live music in the nineteenth century, and this 
remained the dominant form of income within the emergent music industries 
until the development of sound recording and the creation of a broader market 
for such recordings (Attali 1985). Thereafter, performance assumed a secondary 
but complementary role to the market for recorded music.

However, as a crisis raged through the music industries in the early twen-
ty-first century, live performance was revalued, and the observations in 2002 of 
one long-established superstar artist, David Bowie, proved to be both perceptive 
and prescient, when he claimed that the live event would be a way of generating 
revenues that would be more or less immune to the damage being done to roy-
alty income through the advance of MP3s and P2P networks:

Music itself is going to become like running water or electricity … so 
it’s like, just take advantage of these last few years [of royalty income] 
because none of this is ever going to happen again. You’d better be pre-
pared for doing a lot of touring because that’s really the only unique 
situation that’s going to be left. It’s terribly exciting. But on the other 
hand it doesn’t matter if you think it’s exciting or not; it’s what’s going 
to happen.� (Quoted in Parales 2002).

While some of his other predications made in the interview provided to be 
less than accurate,1 his observations about the importance of live performance 
were strong enough for economist Alan Krueger to translate this insight into a 

1	 For example, Bowie confidently predicted the end of copyright within a decade and that 
record companies would no longer be key agents in the music distribution system of the 
near future (Parales 2002).
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conceptual understanding of change in the music industries – which he named 
the Bowie Theory – to explain “a technology-induced erosion of the comple-
mentarity between record sales and concert tickets” (Krueger 2005: 27). Drawing 
on US data for 1996–2003, Krueger illustrated that the average price of concert 
tickets had increased by 82 per cent over this period, while the equivalent figure 
for the Consumer Price Index, a background measure of inflation, had increased 
by only 17 per cent. Before the rise of MP3 and file sharing, recorded music 
and live performance were indeed complementary, in that the demand for both 
were positively influenced by one another. However, as the demand for recorded 
music fell – at least in the form of legal purchases – there was an increased 
demand for live performance, which was reflected in a sharp increase in the 
prices that artists were able to charge for tickets, which changed the relationship 
between records and concerts.

Whereas many artists used to treat concerts and touring as a loss leader 
for promoting record sales, the inversion of this business model meant that 
for many artists new recordings became less a way of generating income but, 
rather, a source of new musical material and media interest which could then 
be exploited through the sale of concert tickets and related merchandise. By the 
end of the 2010s, even those artists that were responsible for large volumes of 
streams on MSPs, that in turn ensured that they captured the majority of the 
MSP revenue pools, were also generating a large proportion of their income 
from live performance. According to Krueger, the top 48 musicians who toured 
in 2017 earned, on average, as much as 80 per cent of their total income from 
live performances (through sales of both tickets and merchandise), with the bal-
ance made up by recorded music (15 per cent) and publishing fees (5 per cent) 
(Krueger, 2019; 40). Even allowing for the impact of inflation, it is no surprise 
that the highest grossing tours in popular music history have taken place in the 
last 20 years (see Table 6.1).

Indeed, by the mid-2020s the musical event reached new levels of economic 
power, as Taylor Swift in 2023 embarked on an 18-month tour schedule which 
consisted of more than 150 shows across six continents. By the end of 2023, de-
spite having played less than 50 per cent of the planned performances, the Eras 
Tour had already become the highest grossing tour in history, with ticket sales 
of more than $1 billion, surpassing that of the previous highest earning tour, that 
of Elton John’s “farewell” performances, which consisted of more than twice as 
many shows over five years either side of the Covid-19 pandemic2 (Barnes 2024).

2	 Although in revenues standardized to 2006 prices, the date of the earliest tour on the list in 
Table 6.1, Swift’s earnings were roughly equivalent to that earned by U2 in their 2009–11 
tour. However, by the time of its conclusion, the Eras Tour will have comfortably surpassed 
that of U2’s 360° Tour both in absolute and relative prices.
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The scale of the Eras Tour was such that it had significant economic im-
pacts on the locations at which the performances took place, with many venues 
reporting record attendances. An average of 54,000 fans attended each Taylor 
Swift concert in 2023 (Mitra 2024), and it was estimated that in addition to the 
ticket price each person spent around $1,300 per performance on items such 
as travel, accommodation, subsistence and merchandise (Barnes 2024). The US 
Travel Association calculated that the impact of the US section of the tour gen-
erated as much as $10 billion in both direct and indirect spending at and around 
the events (Mitra 2024). As the Tour moved to Europe in 2024, the impact of just 
eight concerts on spending in the UK services sector was attributed by at least 
one economic commentator to an economic surge in the economy significant 
enough to mean the Bank of England missed one of its monthly inflation targets 
(Elliot 2024). For musicians less successful than Taylor Swift, live performance is 
also critical, although it may account for a lower proportion of their total income 
than it does for top artists, not least because earnings derived from performing 
often needs to be supplemented by non-musical work in order make ends meet. 
Nevertheless, Kruger estimates that on average US musicians earn over two 
thirds of their income from performances of some kind (including giving music 
lessons, for example), with a median overall salary in 2016 of $20,000, compared 
to $35,00 for the workforce as a whole (Krueger 2019: 54–5).

The large reduction in revenues received from recorded music meant that 
live music necessarily became an important alternative source of income for 
musicians. But the fact that live music was able to provide at least some finan-
cial compensation was in part because recorded music had become more ac-
cessible not ubiquitous, first through illegal downloading and then through the 
rise of MSPs. In the past, the cost of making and storing physical recordings, 
in the form of vinyl, cassette or CD, created their own scarcity, and had an im-
pact on the budgets of those who consumed music in its various formats and 
who also made up the potential audiences for live performances. As recorded 
music became abundant and available at a low cost, so the live event underwent 
a process of revaluation as a unique and memorable event. Indeed, as Power 
and Hallencreutz (2002) note, as the recorded music industry proved unable to 
enforce copyright in the face of the widespread use of MP3s in the early twen-
ty-first century, so it increasingly began to take on features long established 
within the Jamaican musical economy, which had risen to prominence in the 
1960s and 1970s through the success of genres such as calypso, ska and reg-
gae (Blackwell & Morley 2023). In Jamaica, the weakness of civil society meant 
that musical creativity unfolded in an environment with ineffectual intellectual 
property rights. This ensured that a “lax attitude to musical ownership and prop-
erty rights, by the standards of copyrighters, was not only a part of the current 
general cultural norms that operate in the Kingston scene … [but] thought of as 
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central to musical expression” (Power & Hallencreutz 2002: 1848–9). As a result, 
the absence of copyright enforcement meant that royalty income was unreliable, 
and live performance became an essential form of revenue generation in the 
Jamaican music industries. The Jamaican model, which for most of its existence 
seemed an aberration despite the international significance of its musical out-
put, had become the norm, at least for a while.

By 2020 the pivotal role that live performance played in the reproduction 
of the music industries meant that the advent of the Covid-19 pandemic pre-
sented something of an existential crisis both to musicians and to the live music 
industry more broadly. Entertainment venues across the world were closed as 
part of broader lockdown protocols to prevent close contact between audience 
members might encourage the transmission of the virus. In the UK, the scale 
of the problem was laid out in evidence presented to the House of Commons 
Digital, Culture, Media and Sport Committee during the first few months of the 
pandemic, which depicted an industry that had, not surprisingly, all but ground 
to a halt:

The Music Venue Trust estimates that 93% of the grassroots venue net-
work faces permanent closure, with 86% of venues reporting that their 
core threat stems from an inability to meet commercial rent demands 
… The National Arenas Association projects that the 23 UK arenas it 
represents will lose almost £235 million worth of ticket sales over a six-
month period … The UK’s thriving festival and live events sector has 
been particularly badly hit … the Association of Independent Festivals 
says that 92% of its members face permanent collapse … cancellations 
over spring and summer mean a complete loss of income for the year 
ahead, which could have devastating consequences for the SMEs and 
self-employed workers in the live events supply chain.

(House of Commons Digital, Culture, Media and  
Sport Committee 2020: 22–3)

Moreover, the crisis was acute for many working in the music industries given 
the preponderance within it of self-employment. In the UK, it was estimated 
that up to 40 per cent of all musicians were eligible for neither the Coronavirus 
Job Retention Scheme (“furlough”) nor the Self-Employed Income Support 
Scheme (Musicians’ Union 2020). Nevertheless, in the midst of this, some musi-
cians were able to devise a way of earning income by turning to digital platforms 
that facilitated live streaming and that hitherto had mostly been used by the 
game playing community.

During the pandemic, an increasing number of record labels, promoters and 
artists working in the creative sector began to explore live streaming and, in so 
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doing, find new ways of generating income. The remainder of this chapter fo-
cuses on this novel use of platforms within the contemporary music industries. 
The discussion is organized into three main parts. First, we outline the rise of 
live streaming and the role played by the dominant platform, Twitch, and the 
way in which it has enabled artists to earn money from platform-intermediated 
performances. Second, we draw on our research findings to reveal the oppor-
tunities, but also the challenges, of using live streaming as a means of revenue 
generation within the music industries. Third, and finally, we provide some con-
cluding comments and observations.

The rise of live streaming

As van Es (2017) has observed, describing an event as “live” frequently involves 
some degree of conceptual flexibility, particularly when performances are tech-
nologically intermediated. The Covid-19 pandemic necessarily forced music 
artists and businesses to innovate with new digital ways of showcasing, promot-
ing and distributing music. Following the closure of live music venues and the 
associated loss of live music incomes, the use of live streaming platforms during 
the pandemic to meet audience demand created a new paradigm of engagement 
(Frenneaux & Bennett 2021) for artists socially distanced from their audiences, 
opening up a range of opportunities and consequences for artists, listeners and 
platforms (Zhang & Negus 2021). Many high-profile major label artists began 
using new streaming platforms developed by innovative MusicTech start-ups to 
sell tickets for, and to facilitate the performance of, exclusive online shows with 
high-end production values and audio quality. In December 2021, for example, 
Oasis lead singer Liam Gallagher performed live on a barge travelling down the 
River Thames. The show lacked a physical audience but was livestreamed glob-
ally via the Melody VR platform at the cost of £16.50 per ticket. For smaller 
labels and artists live streaming was a far more modest affair, largely enabled 
by the live-streaming capacities of the major social media platforms, such as 
Facebook and Instagram Live. One interviewee explained how: “There was an 
initial panic, this is the end of the world and everything … and then sort of a 
stage of camaraderie where people tried to get a bit creative … zoom gigs and 
split screen performances where people played instruments” (label manager, in-
dependent record label, Liverpool).

These performances were not necessarily merely about generating direct in-
come from ticket sales per se. Rather, they were about allowing bands and labels 
to stay active and to keep audiences engaged and creating social media content 
with the hope of further driving sales of recorded music and keeping audiences 
“warm” for the return of physical gigs. While many interviewees noted that there 
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were some initial positive experiences and a good reaction from audiences to live 
streams, there was also a consensus that the livestream space became quickly 
saturated and audience interest quickly tailed off as the pandemic progressed:

We did one live streamed event ourselves. It went pretty well. And a 
few bands on the label did … “live from lockdown”. And they were done 
pretty well as well. It gave us stuff to be able to put on social media as 
well, and just get active. The downside of that, though, was that every-
one was putting out stuff on social media and everyone was doing live 
performances during lockdown, and it just got a bit saturated after a bit.

(Label manager, independent record label, West Yorkshire)

Despite the positives of live streaming for many musicians and music businesses 
during the pandemic, the consensus amongst our research participants was 
that live streams did not provide a suitable replacement for live music shows 
in physical spaces as they lacked the atmosphere, artist-audience interactions, 
and sociality of live music proper. Yet, given the scale of the adoption of live 
stream technologies and formats, as the pandemic eased there was a sense that 
livestreaming might be a permanent feature of the music industries, especially 
in a hybrid-format where live performances in physical spaces with an audience 
were also streamed for a wider audience viewing online. Pre-empting this, many 
venues began to invest in livestreaming technologies ahead of the return of live 
music, in an attempt to maximize revenues post-pandemic. Yet here again expe-
riences of trying to innovate in this hybrid space were mixed:

At that point we were all thinking, gosh, is livestreaming here to stay? 
And loads of venues were buying equipment … So, I wanted to exper-
iment with hybrid live shows to see what audiences were doing, to see 
whether it could be sustainable … We put on 15 shows, and we also 
turned them into virtual showcases. It was a flop. I don’t think it works 
… none of the live streams pulled in an audience big enough to cover 
the actual costs of the filming. So, I am now convinced the hybrid and 
live streaming gigs of the kind of quality we were going for just were 
not the right thing. And now you’ve got all these venues, all this fancy 
camera equipment and nothing to do with it.

(Chief executive, talent development and music  
export organization, Manchester)

Elsewhere, innovation and experimentation in the use of streaming technologies 
successfully developed sufficient online audiences during the pandemic such 
that hybridity continued to be successful post-pandemic. Innovations continue 
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to happen in the live streaming space to the benefit of smaller record labels and 
independent artists. The online music distribution platform Bandcamp, for ex-
ample, has recently launched the Bandcamp Live streaming and listening party 
service, building on some of the online innovations around monetization, gifting 
and live chat first seen in platforms such as Twitch. One interviewee described 
how: “We are doing some live stream stuff, now that Bandcamp has introduced 
a live streaming platform that’s really good because it integrates with their sales 
platform as well, so you can do really cool launch party events and that sort of 
thing, and all the sales channels are integrated into it, so it’s quite a good way of 
shifting units as well” (label manager, independent record label, West Yorkshire).

While Twitch has played a role in enabling these hybrid performances, its 
ability to do so was in part a result of the role it offered as an essential safety net 
for musicians reliant on money from live performance but who were suddenly 
denied opportunities to work, while in many cases, for reasons outlined earlier, 
also being excluded from accessing government support during the pandemic. 
Twitch offered musicians an established and accessible platform, having grown 
rapidly as a result of hosting a form of live performance that was best medi-
ated through a digital platform: live streamed computer gaming. This activity 
attracted large and enthusiastic audiences, and the platform gradually developed 
its own system of payments and rewards that enabled some streamers to earn 
sizeable incomes through their game playing and hosting skills. Musicians had 
begun to explore the opportunities of using Twitch to tap alternative ways of 
earning money from performance prior to the emergence of the Covid-19 virus, 
but the numbers doing so during the pandemic increased sharply as it offered a 
vital source of income in the absence of alternatives. By April 2020, music had 
emerged as a distinct and growing channel on Twitch such that the platform 
appointed its first head of product and engineering for music.

Twitch

The Covid-19 pandemic accelerated the adoption of digital platform technol-
ogies across large sections of economy and society, as remote at-a-distance 
transactions and communications helped to reduce the amount of face-to-face 
contact in order to slow the transmission of the virus (Davies et al. 2022; Leyshon 
2023; Tooze 2021). While a great deal of attention was focused on the boost 
that the pandemic was having for online distributors such as Amazon, online 
streaming services like Netflix, or meeting and communication software provid-
ers like Zoom and Microsoft Teams, less attention was paid to developments in 
the music industries where a main beneficiary was Twitch. Exploited for many 
years by computer gamer players who used the affordances of the platform to 
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generate income streams by developing supportive audiences willing to offer 
money as a form of steady income, after 2020 Twitch attracted growing num-
bers of musicians to follow the paths paved by gamers.

The origins of Twitch can be traced to the mid-2000s phenomenon of “social 
cam” websites, where the growing availability of webcams encouraged people 
to set up their own websites to broadcast ostensibly mundane and trivial activ-
ities, but which nevertheless managed over time to gain audiences. Early social 
cam websites were modest in their ambitions, “typically hosting people simply 
streaming their everyday lives via webcams, offering amateur talk shows or even 
mundane ‘puppycam’ channels where viewers watch litters of sleeping newborn 
dogs” (Taylor 2018: 3). One such site was Justin.tv, a live streaming platform 
founded in 2007, which allowed anyone to broadcast their own live video con-
tent to the internet. It bore some resemblance to the far bigger and more pop-
ular YouTube, but Justin.tv was distinctive in that enabled real-time broadcasts. 
As the platform gathered more viewers, it increased its focus on gaming and 
esports, which in 2011 encouraged the firm to create Twitch as a distinctive 
offshoot platform dedicated to live streams of electronic game playing. The pop-
ularity of the platform prompted Amazon to purchase it for $1 billion in 2014, 
which gave Twitch access to Amazon’s digital infrastructure and tools, which 
both stabilized the platform and turned it into an “extendable platform”, using 
its application programming interface (API) to encourage innovation by third-
party developers (Taylor 2018).

By the time the pandemic arrived, Twitch had drawn on the financial backing 
of Amazon and its distributed developer base to establish itself as one of the 
leading live streaming platforms globally, with millions of monthly active users 
and an active community of streamers and viewers across a range of genres. As 
Taylor notes, the achievement of Twitch is that it is an assemblage, that brings 
together a range of human and technological actors to create an event:

Live streaming is a rich illustration of the assemblage of play, whereby 
a variety of actors (human and nonhuman), infrastructures, institu-
tions, and interrelations make play, performance, and work possible. 
Producing a successful broadcast involves a great deal of cultivation. 
Balancing the audience and forms of engagement with the content, de-
ploying a complex array of material and infrastructural components, 
and managing a variety of relationships on- and offline (including eco-
nomic ones) all become part of the work of streaming play.

(Taylor 2018: 80)

In the wake of Taylor’s pioneering work in this area, a growing body of work has 
explored the multifaceted ecosystem of live streaming on Twitch, highlighting 

http://Justin.tv
http://Justin.tv
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its transformative impact on cultural practices, audience engagement, labour 
dynamics and, critically for our argument here, its monetization strategies. In 
essence, Twitch is an intermediary that seeks the attention of users, which it can 
monetize through exposing users and viewers to advertisements, for a fee:

At a base level, the Twitch platform is organized around ad revenue, 
with commercials running on streams and the proceeds going to 
Twitch. This changes, however, if a streamer becomes an official Twitch 
partner or affiliate – an opaque process that is based on content, av-
erage concurrent viewership, and broadcast regularity. Once admitted 
to one of these programs, the streamer gets a share of the ad revenue, 
which Twitch – though not disclosing figures – has publicly defined as 
an “industry-leading CPM”.� (Taylor 2018: 116)

CPM is an acronym of cost per mille, or the rate that an advertiser pays for 
1,000 impressions of their ad online, and this is what drives the competition for 
audience attention. As audiences scale, so do the number of ad impressions, so 
driving up the revenues that can be shared by Twitch with performers.

As Twitch has pioneered the building of new monetisable audiences, so it 
has also created the possibility of new kinds of performances. It has facilitated 
new entanglements between affective and economic processes as a growing 
body of academic work has begun to reveal. For example, Mark Johnson and 
Jamie Woodcock have, across a number of contributions, explored the affec-
tive labour of Twitch streamers, emphasizing the emotional and performative 
aspects of what they do, arguing that streaming involves a complex interplay of 
work and play, driven by what they describe as a “neoliberal subjectivity” that 
values constant performance (Johnson & Woodcock 2019a, 2019b; Woodcock 
& Johnson 2019). The economic pressures to build an audience and monetize 
content through various means take an emotional toll on streamers, who need 
to mobilize “the entrepreneurship of the self, equating success as the result of 
hard work via the volume of hours streamed per week” (Woodcock & Johnson 
2019: 820).

Effort is turned into income through the ways in which the platform enables 
streamers to monetize audience attention, through a gamification of monetary 
support. Audiences can be mobilized as sources of income in direct and indi-
rect ways. Audiences can provide money directly to streamers through regular, 
recurring subscriptions, which are often set at different tiers with varying price 
points. Twitch receives 50 per cent of the subscription fee, with streamers re-
ceiving the other 50 per cent. They can also provide money to streamers through 
irregular donations or “tips” that can be both in monetary form as well in special 
in-platform currency. Indeed, across the wider platform economy, virtual tipping 
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is emerging as the next iteration of strategies to “mobilize fan enthusiasm” (see 
Chapter 5), with established and emerging platforms alike encouraging virtual 
tipping. Twitch was one of the first platforms to allow tips directly through its 
own currency system, “Bits”, with which viewers can “cheer” streamers during 
live streams. Twitch takes a cut from the value of bits, with streamers receiving 
approximately 70 per cent of the value spent using the cheer option. Platforms 
such as YouTube, Instagram, and TikTok have now developed their own tipping 
systems for live broadcasts, while in April 2020 Spotify announced the launch of 
Artist Fundraising Pick, where fans can directly donate money to an artist, or to 
a good cause selected by the artist.3

Such monetization strategies are often enhanced and encouraged by the set-
ting of “targets” or goals by streamers, designed to incentivize donations so that 
performers can achieve certain levels of income to meet planned expenditures. 
These goals can range from buying new equipment to improve the quality of 
the stream, to simply meeting monthly rental income, for example. Audiences 
are also the source of indirect income, as streamers can earn income from ad-
vertisers using their channel to target adverts at certain demographics, while 
some streamers also benefit from sponsorships offered by companies who can 
provide free products or promotion “for highlighting their wares during par-
ticular broadcasts” (Johnson & Woodcock 2019b: 1). The affordances of the 
Twitch platform have, over time, been subject to a process of innovation and 
experimentation by streamers that has settled down into more or less de-facto 
standards that facilitate monetization and income production, albeit that this 
is highly variable and highly time consuming in ways that often blur the lines 
between paid work and leisure (Sjöblom et al. 2019).

By the end of the 2010s, Twitch was able to report that it had over 100 mil-
lion regular viewers. The scale of use meant that the practice of video game 
streaming on the platform was even beginning to have feedback effects on the 
video game industry itself, in terms of game visibility, game lifespan and game 
development (Johnson & Woodcock 2019a). Its success encouraged the growth 
of live streaming in other areas, notably in esports (e.g., Mao 2022). But with the 
advent of the Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent global lockdowns, Twitch 
attracted a host of new users, as the platform became a refuge for musicians who 
were reliant upon live performances for income, but also for audiences deprived 
of a highly valued form of musical consumption. To date, only limited research 
has been undertaken on the migration of musical performers and audiences to 
Twitch during the pandemic. Vandenburg (2022) is a rare exception in this re-
gard, having examined the growth of live-stream music concerts on Twitch to 
determine the extent to which streams succeed as “interaction rituals”, arguing 

3	 Spotify claims not to take any of the money donated through this feature.
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that the platform is best suited to small-scale performances. This is because vir-
tual concerts cannot provide the same level of emotional energy and collective 
engagement as physical concerts due to the absence of physical co-presence and 
the limitations of the online platform. Nevertheless, the online concerts hosted 
during the episodes of social isolation caused by lockdowns were positive ex-
periences for many. Live performances on platforms such as Twitch helped to 
maintain social ties and provide a sense of belonging during periods of isolation 
(Vandenberg et al. 2021). So, while live streamed musical performance may not 
fully replicate the collective energy and solidarity found in physical gatherings, 
livestreamed performances offered a sense of community and shared experi-
ence.4 ​Therefore, while live-streamed performances could not compete with 
their analogues in physical spaces, during the pandemic they did not have to, 
and so were able to successfully gather audiences. As a result, musicians, ech-
oing the earlier behaviour of video game players, were able to turn to Twitch 
during the Covid-19 pandemic to monetize live performances. For example, 
Rendell (2021), undertook a study of three examples of what he described as 
“portal shows” during the pandemic and illustrated how they were able to offer 
alternative revenue sources for artists in the absence of physical venues. This 
was in part through traditional means, such as ticket sales and merchandise 
purchases, but also through donations and tips, in the ways pioneered by video 
live streamers. Moreover, some artists were also able to take advantage of adver-
tising and sponsorship. However, Rendell acknowledged that while these strat-
egies provided alternative revenue streams for musicians, they often benefited 
established artists more, raising questions about access and equity.

Platform performances in a pandemic: monetizing music  
through Twitch

Every musician that’s on Twitch is kind of ahead of the curve. And we’re 
hoping that we can stay ahead of the curve. (Rachel May, interview)

The objective of our research with musicians using the Twitch platform was 
to better understand the trade-offs between two interrelated forms of labour 
undertaken by musicians in using such platforms: on the one hand, relational 
online labour – the building of relationships and communities with fans and 
other musicians – and, on the other, transactional labour – labour undertaken 

4	 Vanderberg and her colleagues draw attention to the potential of music livestreams as 
a tool for enhancing mental health, combating loneliness, and contributing to collective 
consciousness and community resilience in times of crisis (Vandenberg et al. 2021).
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to facilitate the monetization of music. More specifically, the research sought to 
explore how musicians build their online profiles and balanced undertaking the 
relational labour needed to cultivate and engage an online fan base (Baym 2018) 
with the more “transactional” activities required to monetize their fan base, to 
generate income on Twitch and, in some cases, other online platforms.

Recency bias meant that at the outset of the research we tacitly expected 
that the majority of musicians we studied on the Twitch platform would have 
been motivated to join the platform in response to the closure of live venues 
during Covid-19 lockdowns. For some musicians, this was indeed the case. For 
example, David Griffiths, a UK-based professional musician who had once been 
signed to a record label, had toured internationally and, in recent years, had 
pursued a successful career as a “gigging musician”, found his main source of 
income curtailed by the pandemic:

I was running a function/corporate band … working … small events, 
from … pubs to clubs, to larger … corporate events, the sort of bigger 
companies … we were very, very busy and really very fortunate … it was 
every weekend I was gigging … with a few of my musical friends. And 
then, of course … Covid happened which was really, really difficult for 
the likes of me to … really get over.� (David Griffiths, interview)

This had a serious financial impact on him and his girlfriend, also a musician, 
and with whom he cohabited: “our livelihoods, were either just gone entirely, or 
[were now] just insignificant”. Similar impacts were experienced internationally. 
Beth Mallin, a US based artist, found her plans to raise money to fund the re-
cording of a new album upended by the pandemic:

I was about to launch the Kickstarter for my new album … I launched 
it two days prior to the Oval Office announcement about Covid. So … 
a lot of musicians got right on [Twitch], you know, and streamed right 
away and just like switched gears. And I wasn’t one of them! I didn’t do 
anything for eight months. I went on unemployment. I was one of the 
people who … doesn’t handle trauma by leaping into action, first of all. 
And also, I kept thinking like, “Oh, just a few more weeks” and like, “Oh 
my, next month?” And, you know, so I didn’t – I couldn’t – play shows. I 
didn’t do anything for income at all. I was just on unemployment wait-
ing to see what happened. And then around October [2020] I started to 
feel like maybe I should figure something out.� (Beth Mallin, interview)

Other regular live performers also faced the dilemma of whether to wait or seek 
alternative ways of working. One UK-based performer who had developed a 
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career as a DJ while also holding down a regular “day job” recounted the sense of 
statis and financial stress:

… it was really weird at first because I just assumed it would be like, 
“Oh, maybe a couple of weeks’ stuff, a big step forward and then it will 
… be OK” … I mean, obviously, it just went on and on … Yeah, it was 
kind of a bit of a kick really with it. When it first happened … you’re just 
so used to doing stuff most weekends … it was a strange adjustment … I 
was furloughed for a whole year, basically … money wise, I … did notice 
it. Yeah, it was a bit of a heavy blow.� (Chris Smith, interview)

Another professional musician, a singer-songwriter who normally performed 
over 250 gigs each year, candidly went through his tax records during our inter-
view to reveal the precipitous decline in his post-pandemic earnings: “In the tax 
year from April 2019 … up to … April 5th [2020 earnings were] … £30,087 just 
from doing that covers work. That was revenue. The next tax year [it was] £740! 
… all you can do is laugh about it, that’s all you can do about it, because there 
was nothing we could do” (George Boyd, interview). Faced with such a crisis, 
all these musicians made the decision to start streaming on Twitch to explore a 
new way of making revenues. In doing so, they followed a path that had in fact 
already been taken by numerous others over the proceeding decade, many of 
whom had not been gigging musicians prior to the pandemic but had joined the 
Twitch platform as music began to become more visible on the platform and 
was seen as a way of generating an audience, and a little income. These early 
adopters were often talented musicians but may not have had the necessary con-
fidence or the opportunity to perform at venues but, by using Twitch, discovered 
that they were able to build a following through alternative means.

Whether they had newly arrived on the platform or were more established 
musicians that had been using Twitch for years, most of our interviewees placed 
significant emphasis and effort on the importance of the relational labour that 
was required to build and maintain an audience. This was judged to be impor-
tant in terms of both monetary and non-monetary rewards. Indeed, for many 
musicians it was the sense of a supportive online community where much of the 
value of the platform lay, giving the musicians a sense of creative fulfilment and a 
much more intimate connection to an audience than was possible in traditional 
live music performance. Non-monetary rewards were afforded high importance 
by musicians continuing to stream on the platform, and their audiences – or 
“community” as they were usually described – provided both social and emo-
tional support. Yet, at the same time, musicians recognized that the majority of 
their income from the platform – scheduled subscriptions, gift subscriptions (or 
“subs”), virtual tips and donations – emanated from a small number of generous 
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fans within their communities. But balancing the relational labour of building 
and engaging an online fan base with the “transactional” relations of monetizing 
their fans and followers involved difficult and uncomfortable judgements. All of 
the musicians we interviewed had some degree of reluctance to “push” or cajole 
their audiences to directly request money through subscriptions, denotations 
and tips:

You play music and then you are balancing that with chat and then I 
guess I have to balance that with pushing people toward subscription, 
pushing people toward goals, and maybe I don’t want to put people off 
by kind of pushing those things too hard.� (Zach Stanley, interview)

I don’t want to ask people for money. I’m not saying it’s wrong, but I 
don’t know, I just feel like that’s always been the tone of the streams. 
And I know that people have told me that they appreciate that, they 
feel like most others push that a lot more. But I don’t think that means 
I make that much less.� (Katalia Ingles, interview)

Nevertheless, most artists had developed a sense of how explicit they could be 
in directly asking fans to give them money, and how such requests could be 
coded and framed in ways that they considered would be acceptable to their 
communities. Most artists expressed gratitude when subs and donations were 
received but did not actively request or demand money for the performances 
they were providing. Rather, it was commonplace for streamers to set up “dona-
tion goals”, which would be graphically represented on screen during a stream, 
the aim of which was to raise funds to support the channel in some way (for 
example, to buy new equipment or instruments that would improve the stream-
ing experience for their followers) or for new creative projects (for example, 
requesting money to enable the artist to record original material). Streamers felt 
more comfortable asking for donations towards such creative goals and projects. 
In one case, a musician had set up an explicit donation target simply to pay rent, 
but this artist was an exception rather than the rule. Others set more coded 
income targets, such as those that would allow the musician to remain full-time 
for example, but one US-based musician cautioned aspiring musicians about the 
amount of revenue that could be made from streaming live music:

I always tell this to people. You cannot go … into streaming thinking 
that you’re going to make money. You have to go into streaming think-
ing that you’re going to have fun and you’re going to do what you love 
to do. But the donations and all the income and the subscriptions, that’s 
secondary. You cannot go … there thinking that “Yeah, I’m going to get 
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donations”. No, that’s not the mentality that you need to have. So that’s 
one thing that I tell people … if you want to stream, do it because you 
love it, because you are enjoying yourself and you’re playing an instru-
ment that you love and you’re making friends online.

(Wanda Clark, interview)

Such caution flowed from a keen awareness among streamers about the nega-
tive implications of this form of labour, despite the largely positive and grateful 
response to the opportunities that Twitch had provided in terms of the rewards 
that could be gleaned from the platform. There was a recognition of the need 
to constantly “give” of oneself in return for the continued engagement, support 
and financial contribution from audiences. Streaming often requires difficult 
decisions around relational labour. Some streamers emphasized the need for 
authenticity, honesty and sharing to build support from audiences, feeling they 
were more likely to support them financially. Others were keen to set bounda-
ries between themselves and their audiences, or in various ways felt they needed 
to “perform” as primarily an entertainer – positive, confident, polished, hiding 
emotions and the personal elements of their lives. Such a dilemma was expressed 
by one interviewee: “Sometimes I feel like I’m trying to manipulate how they will 
see me, so that way they can donate more or subscribe more. If I say something, 
like the wrong thing, I feel like maybe people start thinking like, ‘Oh, she doesn’t 
need donations, doesn’t need subscribers’”. (Bailey French, interview)

Time spent live streaming represented simply the “surface” of relational and 
creative labour that also included significant additional time spent on Discord 
– the primary platform through which streamers engage with their community 
away from the live stream – as well as practicing their music and addressing 
ongoing technological issues, such as upgrading technologies, software and 
equipment to improve the quality of the stream, particularly in relation to what 
was perceived to be the background expectations of audiences. This technical 
learning was often, necessarily, auto didactic in nature. For all of the streamers 
we interviewed, this work and the associated relational labour around stream-
ing was experienced in home spaces, and many reported exhaustion when their 
streams finished yet found it difficult to wind-down in the same spaces in which 
they stream. Furthermore, many participants felt an obligation to stream to their 
specified schedule, which was posted in advance on their Twitch home page, 
feeling that to do otherwise would let down their audience, or even lose mem-
bers of the audience that they had worked to build. This led to many musicians 
streaming when they felt unwell and/or feeling that they were unable to take 
extended breaks away from the platform or from using related social media, for 
fear that interest in them would fade in their absence, with implications for their 
ability to derive income:
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If streaming is your main income, it is sometimes a difficult decision 
in terms of you think, “Well, does that mean I’m going to lose money 
tonight or lose my audience?” It’s worrying for two reasons. It’s obvi-
ously the income side of things, but it’s also audience attention because, 
you know, audiences online are fickle … my kind of mindset has always 
been, you know, if you’re not live or you’re not posting somewhere, 
you’re not really visible. And that’s a lot of pressure, really, and it’s quite 
overwhelming when you say it like that, but it’s definitely the truth.

(Emily Males, interview)

The sense of precarity and uncertainty about the viability of Twitch as a revenue 
platform for artists was summed up by Rachel May, as US-based musician, who 
had previously been a gigging artist before discovering Twitch a few years prior 
to the pandemic. She welcomed the way it helped overcome her reservations 
about life on the road and the misogyny and sense of danger that she often ex-
perienced living a peripatetic life moving from gig to gig. Yet, despite these com-
pensations, earning a sustainable income as a professional musician on Twitch 
was far from assured:

[T]here’s months like where the more you stream, the better you do. 
So, there’s months where … I’m like, “Oh, great, this is cool”. Like this 
is … enough, to just do Twitch. And there’s months where you’re like, 
“Nah, that’s not going to work” … I would really like for Twitch to be 
my primary source of income. My goal is to get this many subs … to 
make this much money per stream, or to make … my hourly goal … in 
order for me to feel like I’m not just doing this for fun. By the end of the 
stream, I want to have made this much per hour. And that’s and that’s 
kind of how I judge that.� (Rachel May, interview)

Unfortunately, the levels of income to be derived from Twitch were, for the 
majority of our informants, low, precarious, and highly unpredictable, with the 
returns often justified as “better than nothing”. In some cases it was considered a 
form of subsidized practice which enabled them to improve their musical craft, 
which might be better rewarded in the future. This was the case with Zach Rose, 
a Canada-based classical guitarist:

[I]n terms of like a minimum wage job, it would be like very, very a very 
poor income. But for me, … I don’t really think of it as like I’m making 
like $1 per hour or something, I think of it more like I am practising. 
And I just happened to get a great boon while practising. But I guess 
for a general figure, first three months I made like almost nothing. And 
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then I got my first pay out on like the fourth month of like one hundred 
dollars. And then it got to a point where it was like $100 every two 
months and then every month and then $200 a month, $300 a month, 
something like that. And that kind of right now fluctuates anywhere 
between like $300 to $1,000 per month randomly depending on I guess, 
pure chance chaos theory … there’s a few times … where I would just 
be practising and then a person who’s never been in the chat before, 
never viewed it, never done anything, would just donate like $500 ran-
domly. And it’s like, “OK, well thank you”. It’s very appreciative but very 
random.� (Zach Rose, interview)

While interviewees felt that the Twitch music community was positive and 
supportive, with occasional generous financial donations such as the example 
above, all steamers had been exposed to criticism of their music or performances 
through audience members who engaged in abusive or insulating comments – 
commonly referred to as “trolling”. This was especially acute for several female 
streamers who related experiences of criticism regarding their appearance as 
well as unwelcome sexualized attention: “Putting women down in the music 
community happens a lot … comments are really quite crude and are incredibly 
sexist. Like, why are you coming here? If you have nothing to say that’s nice and 
positive, then why say anything?” (Wanda Clark, interview).

To counter this behaviour, all the artists who we interviewed employed mod-
erators, or “mods”, from their most dedicated followers, who were given the 
authority by the artist to control audience entry and to expel any participants 
who made what were deemed to be inappropriate comments. This was seen to 
be highly effective by most artists. Indeed, some female artists said the polic-
ing of their audiences by mods created a “safe space” for performances. Some 
interviewees even said that Twitch was preferable to their experiences of live 
gigs, which often required negotiating inappropriate attention and in-person 
judgements and criticisms of musicianship, equipment choices, etc. But such 
activities added another layer of stress and anxiety to that of the precarious and 
volatile revenues.

In summary, the research identified at least three main categories of musi-
cians using Twitch live streaming platform. First, gigging musicians who were 
on the platform to replace some of the income lost from live music (which to 
some degree subsequently returned); second, those who considered streaming 
as a secondary/hobby activity alongside other work; and third, and finally, those 
who were able to pursue streaming on a full-time basis. Income from streaming 
via subscriptions, tips and donations is, by its very nature, inherently variable, 
resulting in significant income precarity. The interviews revealed several so-
cial dimensions related to the ability to pursue streaming full time, with some 
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interviewees able to choose to pursue streaming full time and cope with its in-
herent precarity only because of certain social and economic advantages and 
support mechanisms, such as continuing to live at home with parents, or in 
properties owned by relatives, or being financially supported by a partner with a 
“traditional” and better paid job. In interviews conducted later in the pandemic, 
as lockdowns eased, we found that some musicians were beginning to transition 
back into live music. Some interviewees at this stage were hoping to be able 
to maintain their streaming activities alongside gigging at performance venues, 
which suggests a possible durable legacy from the pandemic. However, many 
were grappling with how they might be able to balance the two activities, often 
alongside a “day job” which was normally non-musical in orientation.

Conclusion

The chapter has explored the importance of live performance to the music in-
dustries, with a focus on the impact of live streaming and its emergence as a 
mechanism for performance and income generation during the Covid-19 pan-
demic. ​It has discussed how live streaming has influenced artists, highlighting 
the adaptability of musicians in the face of pandemic restrictions. ​We have re-
flected on the complexities of monetizing music through live streaming, draw-
ing on original research to reveal the diverse experiences of musicians and the 
challenges they face in balancing relational and transactional labour. ​Following 
Taylor (2018), we have sought to demonstrate how streamers balance musical 
performance with relational labour as part of “complex negotiations between 
system self, and others … between freedom and constraint, self-direction and 
obligation to oneself or community” (Taylor 2018: 261). Live streaming rep-
resents a form of live performance in which platform mechanisms privilege 
presenteeism and the development of intimate connections with audiences. 
Combined with precarity as a result of significant variability and uncertainty 
with regards to incomes, online labour is highly intensive and demands constant 
presence and engagement, which our findings suggest often result in exhaustion 
and negative impacts upon mental health. This precarity also means that the 
ability to pursue streaming as full-time career has class dimensions (affordabil-
ity, stability), while experiences of online labour are highly gendered.

Overall, the chapter has sought to underscore the transformative potential 
of live streaming in shaping the future of music performance and distribution, 
highlighting opportunities for innovation, audience engagement and revenue 
generation, while also addressing challenges such as income precarity and plat-
form sustainability. ​In the next chapter, we explore further the ability of musi-
cians to respond to, and benefit from the growing platformization of the music 



LIVE MUSIC, LIVE STREAMING

137

industries, though a focus on the politics of platforms, and an examination of 
the relationship between digital literacy, data and broader processes of partici-
pation and democratization.
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7
DIGITAL LITERACY, DATA AND  
DEMOCRATIZATION

Introduction

For many commentators, the process of platformization brings with it the 
promise of democratization. This has certainly been the case with music, where 
platforms have been held up as ways to diminish the power of traditional gate-
keepers that police who has access to the means of production and participation 
in the music industries. For Hesmondhalgh (1997), fundamental to a democratic 
media system are the notions of participation and access. In the case of music, 
it has been argued that such a democratization is taking place driven by a de-
centralization in media technologies, with new platforms and other digital tech-
nologies resulting in lower entry costs across the music industries value chain, 
making it easier to access and participate in music production, distribution and 
consumption. In theory, the growing ubiquity of digital technologies and online 
access has allowed for anyone anywhere to make it in music, regardless of their 
economic or sociocultural background (Kiberg 2023). Yet, other commentators 
have remained critical of claims regarding democratization through digitaliza-
tion in general, and platformization in particular. As we have previously argued, 
contemporary musicians and other music industries professionals alike work 
in a business ecology in which large digital platforms own, develop, steer and – 
critically – monetize several of the most influential music industries distribution 
channels (Frenneaux 2023). MSPs especially have become key new gatekeepers 
within the music industries and, as argued in earlier chapters, through both 
their control of the key musical distribution channels and their relationship of 
interdependency with the major corporations, carry forward elements of tradi-
tional music industries hegemony into the platformized era. For example, while 
platform mechanisms affect all musicians, those signed to big record companies 
stand to gain more exposure and income due to the larger marketing budg-
ets, better expertise and greater reach of these companies. Most self-releasing 
musicians, on the other hand, seek greater control over creation, copyrights, 
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cooperation and curation, only to experience new “platformized constraints”, 
which is to say the need to produce particular forms of music or other creative 
content or undertake particular activities in response to the algorithmic envi-
ronments of particular platforms (Frenneaux 2023; Qu et al. 2022). In this chap-
ter, we discuss some of the responses from musicians to these consequences of 
platformization.

During this process of evolution, new skills have been developed by many 
artists, which have enabled and empowered them within this digital context. 
One important example has been the growing affordability of professional 
standard home-studio production technologies which, through their ease of 
use, have been widely adopted and so lowered the entry barriers to music pro-
duction. Independent digital music production has been extensively examined 
in the academic literature (e.g., Watson 2014; Bell 2015, 2018; Walzer 2017; 
Chambers 2022). However, as Frenneaux (2023) observes, the development of 
skills beyond mere musical aptitude and creativity is essential for contemporary 
musicians and music producers. The declining cost and ease of use of record-
ing technologies means that musicians can opt to circumvent the need to use 
professional recording studios. Professional studios are expensive due to their 
overheads, which include dedicated acoustic spaces, recording equipment and 
specialized labour (Watson 2016). However, even though these home recording 
technologies are affordable, musicians still must learn how to use them. In addi-
tion, musicians need to be accomplished across the forms of entrepreneurial and 
digital skill sets explored in Chapters 5 and 6, which are required to successfully 
use the variety of platforms necessary for promotion, online audience building 
and engagement, live performance and monetization.

In this chapter, we build upon the recognition of new skills and competencies 
to consider a broader concept of “digital literacy”, a term which we deploy to en-
compass a wider set of knowledges and skills as they relate to the ability to draw 
benefits from platformization. Digital literacy here is centred on a knowledge 
or awareness of platforms and their purpose, as well as the necessary skills and 
competencies required to exploit the affordances they provide. These skills and 
competencies include, for example, an ability to gather, interpret and act upon 
the data provided by platforms, or to respond to the creative possibilities and 
constraints of platforms. Such skills are, of course, not just required by musi-
cians and music producers, but by all music industries professionals working 
within the platform music industries, including record label staff and those pro-
viding other intermediary services such as music publishers and distributors 
and artist managers.

Our consideration of data literacy in this chapter is set within a critical frame-
work that explores the relationship between platforms and democratization 
in the music industries and assesses the extent to which they have facilitated 
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greater levels of access and participation. Specifically, we shall argue that data 
literacy, and more broadly the ability of individuals or companies to understand 
let alone determine how to capitalize upon processes of digitalization in the 
music industries, is dependent upon the wider distribution of various human 
and financial resources, such as individual digital and data know how, and the 
capability to access or employ individuals (or indeed as we shall see in the case of 
the major corporations, teams of individuals) with the required digital and data 
know-how. The unequal distribution of these resources across individuals and 
firms in the music industries, we argue, means that the rise of platform music 
industries has significant social equity implications.

In the first section of the chapter, we consider digital literacy in the context 
of data and metrics, illustrating the growing importance of data to creative and 
strategic decision making. At the same time, data is creating new divides be-
tween the data literate and those who lack the requisite knowledge, skills and 
financial resources to effectively utilize platforms and leverage the metrics that 
they provide. We then consider the importance and implications of the algorith-
mic recommendation and curation systems operated by MSPs. In particular we 
consider two possible consequences of these systems: first, that the curatorial 
power of MSPs might be exercised with bias to give preferential visibility to the 
major corporations, and; second, that attempts can be made to “game” song rec-
ommender systems included within MSPs (such as Discover Weekly on Spotify 
or New Music Mix on Apple Music, for example) through the creative process 
and by making music more “algorithmically attractive”. In the final section of the 
chapter, we move on to consider how, for small independent record labels and 
other intermediaries, platformization is resulting in new ways of working, new 
business models and opportunities, and new challenges.

Data, metrics and digital literacy

As we have argued in earlier chapters, alongside the major corporations, MSPs 
and other platforms such as social media play a central and crucial role in shap-
ing the dynamics of the music industries. However, while much of the debate 
concerning platforms has focused on payments to artists (Chapter 2), facets of 
platforms often overlooked are the related technologies of data tracking and col-
lection, and how these are impacting both upon artists and other music indus-
tries actors. As Baym et al. (2021) argue, these technologies have fundamentally 
altered how media industries gather data, and have resulted in data becoming 
“more plentiful, detailed and networked” and measuring “many more aspects 
of audiences then before” (2021: 3419). MSPs capture immense amounts of 
granular data on audiences, some of which are then delivered back to creators, 
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managers and other users. This data includes such information as streamer and 
follower numbers, the location of audiences, listener demographics (such as age 
and gender), the times and days songs are played, how many playlists on which 
artists feature, and even information on the point in songs at which listeners 
press skip (Hodgson 2021). Data insights are also provided to listeners to engage 
them. The most well-known of these data-driven engagement mechanisms is 
Spotify’s Wrapped, a viral marketing campaign which at the end of each year 
presents Spotify users with a compilation of data about their activity on the 
platform over the past year and invites them to share it on social media. This 
includes information on songs and artists most streamed, and how this com-
pares to the listening habits of other users, including spatial representations of 
this data (see Figure 7.1). In this regard, Maasø and Hagen argue that the true 
power of the MSPs reside in: “… the way in which they have become central in-
formation hubs, with links and feedback loops to all of the other stakeholders in 
the music business – either directly, through the interfaces and algorithms they 
control, or indirectly, through data gathered from partners and intermediaries” 
(Maasø & Hagen 2020: 29).

Recent research on the music industries and datafication has begun to con-
sider how professionals in the music industries approach, understand and de-
ploy metrics in their work. Hagen (2022), for example, argues that the ability 
to analyse metrics from online platforms is beneficial to new participants in 
the music industries, as it enables new means of participating, competing, and 
positioning oneself in the field. Similarly, Jones (2021) argues that metrics allow 
for new kinds of direct comparability. For both artists and record labels, for 

Figure 7.1  Spotify “Wrapped” interactive map of most streamed songs in 2023 
by US City

Source: https://newsroom.spotify.com/2023-11-29/wrapped-top-songs-worldwide-map/ 
(accessed 20 May 2024).

https://newsroom.spotify.com/2023-11-29/wrapped-top-songs-worldwide-map/
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example, data is becoming essential to everyday decision making and strategic 
planning: “… datafication and metrics are becoming more central to a range of 
activities outside of the steaming services and are of growing importance in the 
strategic planning and execution of efficient music distribution among various 
other stakeholders in the music industry” (Maasø & Hagen 2020: 19; emphasis 
in original).

Maasø and Hagen argue further that data has become “decisive for strate-
gic and relational planning, communication, cooperation, and the execution of 
music launches, marketing, publishing, audience targeting, and approaches to 
new and emerging markets” (2020: 23). Similarly, Baym et al. (2021), in their 
study of the use of metrics by professionals in the music industries, found that 
label managers increasingly use platform data and other third-party sources to 
decide whether to sign an artist, to determine the audiences to whom the artist 
should be marketed and at what intensity, and which songs should be selected 
for release as singles (2021). Baym and her colleagues identify two main ways in 
which metrics are used by music industries workers. First, data are used inter-
nally, being selectively appropriated to guide decisions in risky environments; 
such as, for example, whether to provide additional marketing budgets for par-
ticular releases, to organize tours in particular locations, or indeed to reduce the 
support being given to a particular release or artist. Second, data are used in an 
externally facing manner, to develop persuasive stories to achieve goals when 
communicating across the music industries; such as, for example, indicators of 
sales success or buzz around a release or artists can be highly valuable when 
seeking to promote artists to journalistic outlets, live music promoters, radio 
pluggers and music supervisors (2021).1

Research in this area suggests that real-time data and up-to-the-moment 
metrics are those most valued by music professionals, allowing for some as-
sessment of success or management of risk in the short-term. This includes, for 
example, monitoring market responses, streams, sales and interest from various 
sources, especially in regard to spikes or sudden changes. Strategic decisions can 
then be made from such data, such as, for example, whether additional market-
ing and promotion may be beneficial, or if a tour should be organized. Baym et 
al. (2021) argue that locational data is particularly important in this regard, in an 
attempt to find where the best listenership is located, and subsequently to focus 
promotional efforts towards locations where there may be a promotional or 
sales opportunity, such as where organizing a tour might prove to be worthwhile 
(or conversely, to focus promotional efforts towards locations where listenership 
is low). Such metrics are not only internally useful, but as noted, allow labels 

1	 A music supervisor oversees the music related aspects of film, television, advertising, 
video games and other existing or emerging visual media platforms.
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to craft external narratives around artists, aimed for example at such interme-
diaries as booking agents in particular locations. As Baym et al. (2021) argue, 
underlying much of this work is an effort to use metrics to find “real” fans who 
will spend money on artists, rather than more passive listeners who may not. In 
our own research, we found examples amongst record labels of geographical lis-
tener metrics being used to inform strategic decisions. The following transcript 
is taken from an interview with a label manager of an independent record label 
based in Liverpool, UK, who describes how the label identified and subsequently 
signed a dance track breaking out from clubs in a particular region of the UK, 
and then how geographical data and metrics provided by the platform Shazam2 
(see Figure 7.2) informed strategic marketing decisions:

It was 100% organic, you know, there was no label attachment, no pro-
motion, no marketing, nothing. Liverpool and Dublin were the first 
two hot beds, and quickly the DJs in the clubs … picked up on it and 
were starting to support it. We then quickly traced it back, found the 
SoundCloud that it was coming from. So, our A&R guy in Liverpool 
reached out to him via SoundCloud. Quickly within a week the mo-
mentum really took off. Several DJs started playing it heavily on their 
[radio] shows.
  At the same time we were making efforts to sign it. There’s always 
that A&R thing where as soon as you hear something that, you know, 
there’s something about it that’s right for you … if all the DJs are playing 
it and they’re saying it’s working on the dance floor and radio shows, 
it was the right thing to go for. A couple of viral videos appeared at the 
same time of night-clubs in Dublin, and there was the crowd, singing 
it. So it had already embedded itself in a few Dublin hot spots as well as 
Liverpool. [But] with any record you’re taking a punt, you’re having a 
gamble. We felt confident that we could have success to our level with 
it. We signed it and by the next week, in the Shazam chart, he’s already 
in the Top 200.
  For a first play you would always reach out to a key champion [radio 
DJ]. This was different. Somehow it came naturally from the clubs. 
Then a few regional specialist DJs. Then we registered it with Shazam 
and straight away it went in the Top 200. Suddenly, everyone’s paying 
attention. You know it’s such a vital tool now, Shazam. On your mobile 
device you have Shazam Explore so you can zoom in on the areas. We 
could zoom in straight away and see the real time reactions to the spot 

2	 Shazam is an application that can identify music based on a short sample played using the 
microphone on the device.
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plays on Juice FM. He was getting real heavy Shazam traffic. Liverpool, 
North West, Merseyside, a bit of Lancashire, a bit of Cheshire, a bit of 
North Wales – Boom! It came out of there. It just collected. Capital 
FM Radio [then] jumped on him early. They championed the record 
and, you know, again straight away suddenly the Shazam action kind 
of multiplied. Then, suddenly, you were seeing it was coming out of 
the South East, out of London and all the suburbs, heating up off the 
Capital FM support.
  This record came far quicker than a conventional record … Ideally, 
we’d have planned to release it at the end of January but because every-
one just went, “We’re going to playlist it because it’s massive in Shazam” 
… we didn’t get a usual campaign going.

(Label manager, independent record label, Liverpool)

An example such as this is indicative of how, for artists, label executives, man-
agers and a range of other intermediaries, algorithms and data from MSPs and 

Figure 7.2  Example maps of Shazam activity in the UK

Source: Shazam App (accessed 10 May 2018).
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other music platforms present significant opportunities. Yet, at the same time, 
datafication also presents significant challenges. As Baym et al. (2021) point out:

The sheer range of potential data available represents a considerable 
challenge for many people working in the music industries. Metrics 
provide openings for those who are prepared to invest time and energy 
in collecting, interpreting, and framing them to gain advantages. But of 
course, this requires time, expertise, resources, and most importantly 
access to the data. The best resourced and most powerful actors con-
tinue to be able to use metrics most effectively.  (Baym et al. 2021: 3437)

Not only does the sheer amount of data present a challenge in terms of the 
resources and time needed to analyse it, but also the skillsets required to in-
terpret and use data and metrics are becoming more advanced. New skills are 
demanded to understand the ways in which music circulates, and how these 
dynamics can be better understood and accommodated through data (Hagen 
2022). As such, Baym et al. (2021) argue, it would be mistaken to think of the in-
creasing availability of data and metrics as a form of democratization or a means 
for greater transparency. Rather, they note a significant degree of inequality be-
tween those who have access to data, the necessary interpretive skills, and the 
ability to make decisions and persuade effectively with data, and those who do 
not. Inequalities in data literacy underpin inequality in decision-making, with 
actors able to develop skills-based literacy being better equipped to take part in, 
and make sense of, new business logics (Hagen 2022).

At the one end of the music industries spectrum, major record labels are very 
well positioned to take advantage of datafication, having the resources to create 
large global analytics teams. Through licence agreements with MSPs and other 
platforms, major labels are able to procure large volumes of data, often available 
to them in a “raw” form (as opposed to pre-visualized, that is to say processed 
and presented in a form decided by the platform), thus offering more control 
over its interpretation (Baym et al. 2021). As Arsenault (2017) argues, for major 
media corporations, controlling distribution mechanisms is less important than 
leveraging data to predict which delivery mechanisms work best for which prod-
uct at which particular moment. Successful marketing, she contends, is about 
access to data. Rather than having to hedge bets on what the next commercial 
success might be – as has been traditionally the case in the recorded music 
industry – amassing data allows music corporations to develop a better picture 
of who audiences are, who is consuming what, on what platform, when and for 
how long, and to make more reliable predictions as to what they want before 
the audiences are themselves cognisant of it. Predictive analytics are thus driv-
ing the further conflation of production, distribution and marketing functions 
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within corporations, allowing for new economies of scale and synergy, as well as 
new complementary connections between music corporations, platforms and 
BigTech corporations (Arsenault, 2017).

Meanwhile, at the other end of the music industries spectrum, are a host of 
small independent labels and artists. While small labels will at least get some 
interpretable data (albeit significantly more constrained compared to that 
provided through the preferential arrangements that the majors have with the 
MSPs, which give them access to the more detailed raw datasets as described 
previously), artists have traditionally had to rely on the basic metrics that all 
users of the platform can see. In addition to this, there are likely to be limits on 
the interpretation of data that come from limited expertise, or through a lack 
of time or motivation. As Baym (2018) has argued, while datafication can be 
powerful, it can also remain out of reach for artists working on their own or with 
limited resources. Given the importance of independent artists to the MSPs, 
however, there have been recent developments that seek to empower artists to 
access and interpret data. The Spotify for Artists platform, for example, which 
originally launched in 2013, now offers a variety of ways for artists to access data 
insights on their audience (albeit in ways previsualized by the platform), as well 
as suggesting actions for artists to develop their fanbases. As services such as 
Spotify for Artists demonstrate, in the platform music industries, digital literacy 
has become a vital skill that empowers artists to: effectively utilize diverse digi-
tal tools, software and platforms; to manage their online presence and connect 
with audiences, and; to obtain and interpret the data and metrics provided by 
them. They must then subsequently make data-informed decisions about their 
creative direction and promotional strategies based on audience behaviours and 
preferences (Kirui 2024). Artists who enter the music industries without this 
literacy, it is argued, will have a lower chance of success. However, even assum-
ing data literacy, if no plans or resources are in place to execute a marketing 
strategy, then this data cannot be adequately instrumentalized or acted upon 
(Jones 2021).

Baym (2018) also suggests that for some artists it can appear too difficult – or 
simply too uninteresting – to develop the critical analytical skills required to 
interpret the numbers that digital metrics and digital analytics provide. Hagen 
(2022) found a significant amount of disinterest in data amongst creatives, 
whereby datafication was seen by artists as being more relevant to administrative 
and strategic tasks in the commercial marketplace. Similarly, Frenneaux (2023) 
found that while commercial success metrics are important, creative freedom 
remains the most significant factor for many artists, with intermediaries tending 
to be much more active with data than artists. Yet, conversely, in their study 
of musicians in Latin America, Siles et al. (2022) found that metrics sit at the 
core of musicians’ sense of artistic validation. Metrics, they found, were often 
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checked regularly – in their case, the data provided by their Spotify for Artists 
profile, about the practices of listeners – and this often took an emotional toll on 
artists. In a study of the use of the Spotify for Artists platform by musicians in 
Australia, Freeman et al. (2023) found that artists often obsessively monitored 
metrics, and that these metrics often elicited emotional responses, especially 
where listener numbers were not as hoped. This represents not only a matter 
of artistic validation: musicians often feel pressure to increase listener numbers 
due to the fact that these are key to spotting the opportunities that might be 
available to successful artists, including the potential for getting signed by a label 
or to work with a particular manager or intermediary (Morrow 2018). As Jones 
(2021) argues, the data and metrics made available by platforms contribute to 
a growing pressure on artists to think in terms of enterprise, and this is often 
the case even if they are not actually seeking to make a living from music. In 
keeping with the spirit of this “enterprise discourse”, he argues, platform data 
“shows users the rewards on offer for conformity but leaves the actual work of 
self-governance up to individuals” (Jones 2021: 108).

Given the above, from the perspective of democratization the datafication 
trend seems to be no guarantee of greater equality. Findings reported in the 
literature suggest that those that possess the greatest resources are more likely 
to be successful in the music industries. Datafication, it seems, is simply creating 
a new divide between those who are data literate, and those who do not have 
the knowledge, skills, software or technology to effectively utilize platforms and 
leverage the metrics that they provide (Baym et al. 2021). As D’Ignazio (2017) 
observes in relation to data inequality in society more broadly, the collection, 
storage and processing of large amounts of data creates a situation of asymmetry 
and inequality because the actors who collect, store and process the data – in 
our case, the MSPs – are very different from those whose data are collected, 
stored and processed, and who subsequently might seek to make use of this 
data – in our case, musicians and songwriters. The solution for this inequality, 
she argues, is in cultivating data literacy for empowerment in non-technical au-
diences. Yet, even if some artists and other music industries professionals do 
find themselves to be better informed through data, they are also at the same 
time likely to be become increasingly reliant on data and the platforms that sup-
ply them (Hagen 2022). While one must take care not to portray these actors 
as “victims” of datafication, given that many find meaningful insights in data 
that they can use or leverage in self-promotional efforts (Freeman et al. 2023), 
ultimately, as Hagen (2022) has argued, the provision of information produced 
by platforms to copyright owners and music creators strengthens the latter’s on-
going platform dependency. At the same time increased data literacy across the 
music industries tends to legitimize the surveillance and data-driven business 
models that predominantly benefit platforms and data owners.
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Responding to algorithmic recommender systems

Even where some level of data literacy exists among music professionals, the 
benefits of data access are tempered by the power asymmetries and lack of trans-
parency associated with processes of algorithmic recommendation and curation 
that leave independent musicians and smaller labels almost entirely reliant on 
MSPs and other platforms for their online visibility (Freeman et al. 2023). This is 
having at least two consequences, each of which requires critical consideration 
considering debates as to whether digitalization is resulting in greater democ-
ratization within the platform music industries. First, it is commonly believed 
that major corporations and larger labels draw on their connections with MSPs 
to push to have music added to playlists and receive invitations to prioritized 
playlists (Maasø & Hagen 2020). Indeed, significant concerns have been raised 
within the independent music industries that the curatorial power of MSPs 
might be exercised with bias, in order to give preferential visibility to the major 
corporations as major catalogue holders, and in the case of Spotify, part owners 
of the platform (Aguiar et al. 2021). In his research with MSP and record label 
employees, Hodgson (2021) finds that as part of an “obsession” with playlisting, 
major labels are increasingly employing large teams of staff whose job is ex-
clusively focused on ensuring that the label’s artists are featured in the popu-
lar-algorithmically determined playlists. This is something they have done with 
significant success. For example, a study published by consultancy firm Music 
Tomorrow found that in a four-year period up to 2022, major labels accounted 
for nearly 70 per cent of the music featured on Spotify’s New Music Friday, of 
which 30 per cent was UMG content, 19 per cent was Warner content and a 
further 19 per cent Sony content (King 2022). For certain other playlists, the 
study found, major labels accounted for as much as 87 per cent of the content.

Their ability to achieve this is partly a case of having “insider access” to the 
MSPs; that is direct connections to the relevant editors, together with a level of 
influence that comes from the relations between the MSPs and the majors as 
both key rentiers and shareholders in the platform. But it is also a reflection of 
the ability of corporate marketing and data teams to provide compelling metrics 
(for example, radio play, social medial presence, tour success) that appeal to edi-
tors when deciding what to include in playlists. Such resource investments from 
the major labels reflects the fact that playlists are seen as the primary method 
to ensure artists reach larger audiences and increase royalty incomes from the 
platforms. However, independent musicians and smaller labels do not have in-
sider access to, nor the power to influence, tastemakers at MSPs, and as such 
can find themselves “out of the loop” of algorithmic-driven recommendation  
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systems.3 This has potentially significant consequences; as one of our own in-
terviewees, argued, “it’s not an exaggeration to say that one big Spotify feature 
could get an artist a [contract with a] major … it could be the tipping point 
between an artist getting a deal or not” (label manager, independent record label, 
Manchester). One strategy that can be adopted by musicians in this respect is to 
work with particular intermediaries – for example digital distributors or artists 
management companies – who are in a position to influence MSP curators to 
get their songs included on playlists (Morrow 2018; Sun 2019). Yet again, how-
ever, resource inequalities come into play here, given firstly that artists often 
have to put significant labour into building personal relationships with these 
intermediaries such that they will preferentially “push” their music to the MSPs 
(Siles et al. 2022), and secondly that such intermediaries are themselves becom-
ing more reactive to metrics in terms of selecting which artists they work with 
or push to MSPs (Morrow 2018).

Second, as Hodgson (2021) argues, attempts to game the song recommender 
systems seem to be widespread, with artists and record labels vying to make 
their music more “algorithmically attractive”, such that music becomes both 
more visible and more commercially successful on the MSPs. The manipulation 
of these systems, he argues, offers potential access to large audiences and finan-
cial reward for their labour, but at the same time results in forms of “creative 
ambivalence” due to the way in which gaming algorithms tends to be a creatively 
constrictive rather than empowering process. A small but emerging body of lit-
erature has begun to consider the ways in which artists and other music creators 
negotiate with different platform logics when producing music, recognizing that 
platforms offer both creative possibilities and “creativity constraints” (Kiberg 
2023). One example of this is the need to “hook” listeners on to a track with 
the first few seconds of it playing. Currently, most MSPs only register a royalty 
payment for a song if it is streamed for at least 30 seconds. Therefore, through 
the process of creating and editing music to ensure that the hook comes more 
quickly, artists and record labels can game the system to decrease the chances 
of listeners skipping the track so missing out on royalty payments whilst also 
increasing the likelihood of tracks being chosen by the algorithmic system 
for playlists (Hodgson 2021). Indeed, as Kiberg (2023) points out, the need to 
capture and relate to audiences as immediately as possible is a tendency which 
short-form video reels on platforms such as TikTok is driving even further.

3	 The Spotify for Artists platforms does offer opportunties for “playlist pitching” whereby 
artists can share contextual information on upcoming tracks with Spotify editors. 
However, given that this service is free and available to all artists, the extent to which this 
enables artists to cut through the “noise” and catch the attention of these key tastemakers 
is questionable.
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Through interviews with artists, Siles et al. (2022) explored several other 
ways in which playlisting is impacting upon musical creativity. First, they found 
a perception amongst artists that streaming had diminished the importance of 
albums and foregrounded singles, resulting in a shifting in song writing from 
album development to the creation of independent musical units targeted at 
playlist inclusion. Second, they found that a consequence of this shift was a de-
mand on artists to constantly release new songs, whilst also creating a percep-
tion that artists who failed to meet this expectation might be excluded from 
playlists in the future. Finally, they found that some artists had playlists in mind 
when writing songs, for example shortening songs to improve chances of being 
playlisted, producing catchy melodies, or writing songs for playlists with an 
emphasis on particular moods, events or “contextual cues” from listeners (Prey 
2018). The latter reflects some of the pressure on musicians to fit their music 
into the pre-established musical categories being created by the MSPs through 
their playlists, which often differ significantly from the traditional genre cate-
gories and symbolic norms within which artists may be creating music. Other 
strategies include exploiting the low barriers to distribution through MSPs by 
focusing on quantity, and adding large quantities of short, quickly recorded 
songs. For example, in 2024 The New York Times reported on the exploits of 
Matt Farley, who claims to have written a cumulative total of 24,000 songs and 
has released music on Spotify under 80 different pseudonyms with the objective 
of generating streams not through the quality of the music, but through user 
searches. His song titles often approximate those of well-known songs (the ti-
tles of which cannot be copyrighted), people’s names and various scatological 
terms. This approach, while time consuming, was financially rewarding; in 2023 
the number of streams were sufficient to generate Farley an income of nearly 
$200,000 (Martin 2024).

Such strategies represent tactics for what Morris et al. (2021) term “sonic 
optimization”. Alongside this, there is evidence of musicians and record labels 
seeking to game algorithmic systems by means of what they term “metadata 
optimization”, that is to say artists seeking to optimize their discographies for 
maximum discovery and profit using metadata. Metadata is identifying data 
embedded in a music file, detailing everything from the artist’s name and the 
song’s release date to associated genres and songwriters credits. Optimizing 
such data can make music more discoverable via platforms and increase the 
likelihood of it being picked up by algorithmic recommender systems. Here, 
once again, new forms of digital literacy are required by musicians and other 
music industries actors. As Morris argues, such techniques for standing out are 
becoming: “… increasingly computational and rely on an intermingling of code 
and content in ways that push musicians, labels, and other stakeholders to think 
more like data curators: experts at optimizing content, code, and metadata in a 
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quest for a platform ready product” (Morris 2020: 3). This, Morris argues, adds 
pressure on musicians and producers to treat their music not just as songs that 
need to reach listeners, but as an “intermingling of sonic content and coded 
metadata that needs to be prepared and readied for discovery” (Morris 2020: 
2). More broadly, Morris et al. refer to this as “cultural optimization”, a process 
of “… measuring, engineering, altering, and designing elements (e.g., interfaces, 
metadata, features, functions, etc.) of digital cultural goods (i.e., music, games, 
apps, podcasts, etc.) to make them more searchable, discoverable, usable, and 
valuable in both economic and cultural senses” (Morris et al. 2021: 162–3). This 
cultural optimization, they suggest, involves seeing cultural products as datafied 
content, and producing cultural products in ways that will be specifically visible 
to the myriads of discovery engines and interfaces that content must circulate 
through on contemporary digital platforms.

Yet, as Hodgson (2021) points out, artists can often find themselves torn be-
tween their creative impulses on the one hand, and the financial incentives of 
optimizing music for playlisting on the other. As such, he argues:

… the way musicians and labels position themselves creatively towards 
recommender systems is varied and complex. Musicians – whether in-
dependent artists or those signed to a record label – are not absorbed 
wholly into the democratizing worldview of streaming platforms; they 
think about creativity strategically in response to these algorithmic re-
gimes in a variety of context-dependent ways.� (Hodgson 2021: 12)

In his research in Norway, for example, Kiberg (2023) finds varying degrees of 
willingness amongst musicians to allow themselves to be “formatted” by these 
influences. Some claimed to have adapted willingly, while others tried to oppose 
the compositional trends being imposed by platforms. Some held an optimis-
tic view of the creative possibilities that platforms possess, while others were 
critical of the creative limitations that platforms provide. And yet others held 
an intermediate position, one where negotiations between platforms structures 
and creative autonomy is played out – which Kiberg terms as “creative plat-
form negotiations” – and where musicians look for ways to create innovative 
expressions that take both economic and artistic motivations into consideration. 
Similarly, Polak and Schaap (2024) find that musicians actively strike a balance 
between creative autonomy and commercial viability, as offered by streaming 
and social media platforms, where autonomous creativity and attention for met-
rics can both have a place. Optimization, they contend, “is not simply a binary 
switch, but a consciously considered potential ingredient to the production pro-
cess that varies in included amount, based on contextual variations” (Polak & 
Schaap 2024: 13). In the platform music industries, platforms bring together the 
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often-conflicting agendas and motivations of the MSPs, musicians and other 
music producers, record labels and listeners into the same space, resulting in 
a dynamic and constantly adapting set of practices and relationships (Morris 
2020).

Independent music companies, Covid-19 and the digital transition

In the discussion above, we considered some of the implications of the emer-
gence of MSPs for artists and music industries companies, with a specific focus 
on data and metrics, and its implications for musical creativity. However, it is 
important to recognize that while the most demonstrable impact of platformiza-
tion and digitalization is the emergence of the MSPs as the dominant vehicles for 
music distribution, platformization also is driving a broader digital transforma-
tion across all aspects of the music industries. The rise of a host of platforms and 
services across music production and consumption has brought about new ways 
of working, new business models, new opportunities, and new challenges. The 
emergence of digital artist and repertoire (A&R) – A&R activities undertaken 
online rather than in person at live music venues – artist promotion via social 
media, the ubiquity of digital distribution, and the rise of live streaming technol-
ogies are offering music companies – and in particular small independent music 
companies – the potential to reach across geographical space to garner artists, 
audiences and business connections in ways that were previously not possible 
given their limited financial and human resources. Similar positive narratives 
regarding democratization and empowerment to those developed in the context 
of unsigned artists have also often been applied to independent record labels 
and other intermediaries, suggesting a step change in their ability to compete for 
market share against larger record labels. Yet our research with small regional 
independent music companies immediately following the Covid-19 pandemic 
found that the limited resources and capabilities – both human and financial 
– of such firms meant that they face significant barriers to being able to realize 
emergent digital opportunities. These barriers cast doubt over those narratives 
that confidently anticipate the democratizing and liberating power of digital 
technologies within the music industries. As is set out below, these barriers are 
non-trivial and persistent.

The Covid-19 pandemic presented a unique opportunity to study the impacts 
of platformization and digitalization on the music industries, in two specific 
areas. First, with the closure of retail outlets, pressing plants and live music ven-
ues, the pandemic unevenly impacted on physical formats for music distribution 
and performance, upon which many small independent companies significantly 
rely. Our findings suggested that an association could be broadly drawn between 
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the impact of the pandemic on independent music companies and the propor-
tion of revenue they received from streaming platforms and other digital music 
distribution strategies. For those labels and publishers that derived a large share 
of their revenues from digital music, the impacts of the pandemic on other 
non-digital revenue streams were offset to some degree by an increase in digital 
revenues, which protected their overall revenues. As one interviewee noted, “I 
think we were really lucky in our business … we are very digital focused and so 
we were very, very fortunate in that regard that we were able to just carry on 
regardless” (director, independent record label, Manchester). For many small 
regional labels, however, the greatest share of their income is generated by 
physical products – and especially vinyl records – not digital music. When the 
Covid-19 pandemic struck, together with Brexit-related impacts on the availa-
bility of labour and supply chains, there were significant supply chain problems, 
specifically the delivery of materials to pressing plants and the onward shipping 
of goods, creating production and distribution delays. Second, the pandemic 
presented a unique opportunity to study the platformization and digitalization 
of the music industries in regard to the way in which the pandemic encouraged 
music businesses to innovate with new digital ways of presenting, promoting and 
distributing music. Chapter 6 gave an account of how, for example, following the 
closure of live music venues and the associated loss of live music incomes during 
the pandemic, many artists who were socially distanced from their audiences 
made use of live streaming platforms to meet audience demand, sometimes with 
but often without record company support. As noted, these platforms opened 
up a range of opportunities and consequences for artists, listeners and platforms 
(Zhang & Negus 2021), some of which we explored earlier with specific refer-
ence to the live streaming platform Twitch.

However, while such digital platforms and innovations offered opportuni-
ties for independent music companies, there remain fundamental challenges to 
running a music company which make these digital opportunities difficult to 
capitalize upon. Many of these challenges centre on the limited capacities, capa-
bilities and know-how at the level of the individual and the company. Generally, 
digital platforms were considered by research participants in positive terms, 
offering new possibilities for promotion, marketing and audience engagement 
online. In part, such a positive view was informed by pandemic experiences, 
when traditional mechanisms for marketing and distribution were disrupted. 
As noted, the pandemic encouraged or forced music businesses to engage and, 
in some cases, collaboratively innovate with a variety of platforms. Participants 
recognized the importance of developing digital “literacy” in this regard; that is, 
being aware of what platforms and digital services were available or becoming 
available, and how to take best advantage of the affordances these platforms 
provided. As discussed earlier, for example, livestreaming is a case in point here. 
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Developing these skills often involved word of mouth within social networks 
and observing what others were doing, and a significant amount of self-learning 
and experimentation. Many interviewees noted the importance of recognizing 
their own limitations in knowledge and skills and being honest with musicians 
as to what they could provide. It was often the case that musicians had better 
digital literacy than the staff working at labels and intermediaries, and took the 
initiative for promotion, marketing and audience engagement, something that 
is becoming increasingly common within the independent sector. Indeed, dur-
ing our research we discovered programmes being run by talent development 
organizations that sought to develop independent artists’ digital skills, while 
no such schemes existed for those working in or running independent music 
companies.

Yet, while recognizing the importance of digital literacy, our interviewees 
placed a greater importance on getting support with the development of a set of 
broader “business skills” related to running a business in the music industries, 
skills which would enable them and their businesses to develop a stable and 
sustainable basis from which to subsequently innovate. The most extensively 
and intensively discussed of these support needs was the need for mentorship. 
Especially for those who had founded their own businesses and had experienced 
the early stages of business operation, mentorship was seen as a mechanism 
for learning both general business management, and the specific facets of op-
erating a business in the music industries – including, for example, legal issues 
around recording contracts and music rights: “Maybe we should be consider-
ing mentorship schemes for people that would like to set up labels, what you 
have got to learn in the early days, how to do releases … how to how to do a 
deal with somebody, how to fill in your tax return, you know, those sorts of 
things” (label manager, independent record label, Liverpool). For the majority 
of those running their own businesses, there had been a significant degree of 
learning-on-the-job. This inevitably resulted in decisions being taken which, in 
retrospect, were viewed as mistakes. These mistakes often had financial impli-
cations or been otherwise detrimental to the development of the business. As 
one interviewee described: “There were a lot of mistakes during that planning 
process, which, you know, it would have been quite nice not to make, some 
of them quite expensive. So, yeah … mentorship would have been good” (label 
manager, independent record label, West Yorkshire).

However, while recognizing the benefits of, and need for, a broader mentor-
ship programme, interviewees questioned how this could work in practice. Two 
key issues were raised. The first was pay and reward for mentors. Many who 
have experience within the music industries undertake mentoring on an infor-
mal basis out of good will. Yet it was recognized that if this was to be formalized, 
mentors must be remunerated: “there should be a financial incentive for the 
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mentor. Their value needs to be reflected. I think we’ve got to be financially 
rewarded because it’s time consuming and people have enough to do” (label 
manager, independent record label, Leeds). Another noted that: “I think a lot of 
the time in the music industry that there’s an expectation that people do a lot 
out of goodwill because they love to support music and so on … that’s all well 
and good, but you need to find a mechanism to reward people for doing it” (label 
manager, independent record label, Liverpool).

The second issue is the availability of sufficient people with the requisite ex-
perience to provide meaningful mentorship to those starting out. The above 
interviewee posed the question, “Who do you get that’s got the experience? The 
success not just to mentor artists, of course, but … for people who would like to 
set up labels” (label manager, independent record label, Liverpool). At the same 
time, the same interviewee noted the need for mentors to have not only experi-
ence, but also to have maintained their love and enthusiasm for their work: “So 
it’s having the balance of those with experience giving actual guidance but also, 
keep them enthusiastic about their dream. You don’t want people putting people 
off by telling them it’s too difficult”. All of this suggests issues of experience, ca-
pacity and personality in creating programmes of mentorship. Notwithstanding 
the above, important mentorship can be obtained from outside the music in-
dustries: “We’re getting business support from a local manager … getting that 
kind of advice, if it’s something that you don’t know anything about, it can be 
invaluable, you know … For us, we’ve been doing it for a while, so it’s reinforcing 
some ideas and just helping us think a little bit more about where we need to 
grow and how to develop” (director and producer, music production company, 
Manchester). Interviewees expressed a need to better connect music businesses 
with wider business support mechanisms. Key issues mentioned in this respect 
included the skills necessary to be self-employed, such as keeping accounts and 
understanding associated tax implications. In short, there was a need to support 
music industries businesses as businesses.

The second most commonly raised requirement for support centred on the 
need for financial support. This was most acute in the initial stages of business 
start-up. For record labels especially, small business loans are usually not an op-
tion because of the levels of risk to both the lender and borrower associated with 
investing in music artists who may not be commercially successful. Rather, for 
most small labels, there is an investment of a very modest amount of personal 
capital into the company to fund initial deals. The money recouped from initial 
releases is then used to fund subsequent releases. However, money can take a 
significant amount of time to recoup, and there is the significant risk that initial 
releases will not generate enough money to fund later releases, at which point 
the label fails, or more personal capital is required. This places most start-up la-
bels in an extremely precarious financial position. As one interviewee explained: 
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“What would have really helped is basically like a kind of an interest free loan or 
getting a business loan to get a record pressed. Because as soon as you get one 
record pressed, you can start selling them, keep the money for the next” (label 
manager, independent record label, Manchester).

Moreover, a lack of sufficient finances significantly limits the extent the re-
lease can be supported and promoted. Interviewees noted that even a small loan, 
or more preferably a non-repayable grant to remove the risk of not being able to 
repay, would enable them to give their full support to early releases, increasing 
potential commercial success: “You’ve got a great band there … it’s going to need 
some seed funding to propel parts of the project. You don’t need three or four 
grand … you need £250 for a photoshoot and another £400 for a press campaign. 
You just need these little bits to propel it, because at some point it’s going to 
sustain itself ” (managing director, music management company, Manchester).

If the development of new financial support mechanisms was seen as a good 
thing, discussions regarding the possible benefits of financial support were often 
also couched in the need for mentorship and understanding how financial sup-
port can be most productively utilized: “I think I would have said money, but 
then money’s great, if you don’t know what you do with it, it’s not going to make a 
difference” (label manager, independent record label, Leeds). Several interview-
ees noted that often business and artists in the music industries are not aware 
of the funding mechanisms that already exist: “just awareness of those kinds of 
pots of money and how you apply for them … and support to apply for them as 
well” (director, independent record label, Manchester), while another noted that 
“a lot of people don’t even know what the Arts Council is. Or even like … the 
EMI [Sound] Foundation” (label manager, independent record label and pro-
moter, Manchester). Here, mentors or other forms of creative business-focused 
support fulfil a vital role in linking businesses with available sources of funding.

While a significant body of literature has developed examining the economic 
precarity of musicians in the contemporary music industries (see, e.g., Morgan 
& Wood 2014; Umney & Kretsos 2015; Hoedemaekers 2018; Threadgold 2018; 
Nørholm Lundin 2023), there have been few attempts to consider the impacts 
of financial precarity and other resource limitations (skills, time) in relation to 
small independent music businesses. As Patrickson (2021: 586) argues: “The 
vast majority of people working in the creative industries worldwide tend to be 
either working solo or in small teams with limited time and resources available 
to help them manage the administrative and legal aspects of their business, let 
alone research and develop innovations, or even acquire the skills required in a 
fast-changing digital ecology”. These are of course long-standing issues that pre-
date the emergence of the platform music industries, but which saw an exacer-
bation in the context of the digital transition and Covid-19. While discussions of 
digital engagement and innovation prompted interesting discussions regarding 
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future business models and promotional strategies for small independent music 
businesses, it was clear from participants that ideally innovations require the 
creation of a stable and self-sustaining businesses with aesthetic autonomy, that 
is to say their ability to make independent creative decisions.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have focused on independent musicians and music busi-
nesses to consider their ability to respond to, and benefit from, the broader 
platformization of the music industries. Moving beyond discussions of finan-
cial remuneration (Chapter 2), we have considered the conditions under which 
these key actors access and participate in platform economies – key tenets of 
what has been considered to be an emerging process of democratization under 
digitalization. In particular, we have centred our discussion around “digital lit-
eracy”, which we take to refer to a set of knowledges and skills that facilitate an 
ability to draw benefits from platformization, including a knowledge and aware-
ness of platforms and their purpose, and the related skills needed to exploit the 
opportunities they provide. We have considered how and why such data literacy 
has become important, with a particular focus on data and metrics; creative 
responses to the algorithmic recommendation and curation systems operated 
by the MSPs, and finally; the opportunities and challenges that platformization 
and digitalization present to independent music businesses. Set in relation to 
broader debates regarding platforms and democratization in the music indus-
tries, we have argued that digital literacy, and more broadly the ability of indi-
viduals or companies to extract benefits from digitalization, is dependent upon 
a wider set of human and financial resources, and that this brings into question 
overly positive narratives regarding democratization.

More recent developments with blockchain and Metaverse technologies, as 
discussed in Chapter 5, suggest that digital literacy is likely to become more im-
portant in the immediate future, and especially so when it comes to the matter 
of democratization, decentralization and the hegemony of the MSPs and major 
record labels. Jones (2021) argues that in order challenge digital platforms’ mo-
nopoly of attention, musicians should seek to adopt new strategies of resource-
fulness that might include “building alternative distribution networks, bringing 
forms of cooperative and collective ownership that are already present office 
onto social media, and taking control of ‘code’ in order to emphasize the ma-
teriality of resistance online” (Jones 2021: 144; emphasis added). As we have 
discussed, blockchain technologies appear to hold significant potential in the 
context of both online and offline music scenes, being considered by many as a 
mechanism for empowering cultural activities and communities, enhancing the 



DIGITAL LITERACY, DATA AND DEMOCRATIZATION

159

common good, and enabling the creation of alternative and more horizontally 
structured market economies (Semezin 2023) – for example, through decentral-
ized autonomous organizations (DAOs). These goals align closely with notions 
of participation, access, and creative autonomy, all central tenets of the develop-
ment of more democratic media systems (Hesmondhalgh 1997).

However, such perspectives must be balanced by the reality that “taking 
control of code” requires advanced digital literacy skills, and this represents yet 
another set of barriers for independent musicians and music industries compa-
nies to overcome. Furthermore, as Kirui (2024) argues, navigating these changes 
involves not only understanding the technical aspects of technologies such as 
blockchain, but also being able to grasp their implications on revenue streams 
and user engagement (Kirui 2024). Although the burden of developing such dig-
ital literacy may be eased by independent artists, music businesses and interme-
diaries working together, as Jones (2021) recognizes, platforms and their related 
algorithms and metrics encourage and reward individualistic competition in 
ways that might undermine efforts to collectivize production and distribution. 
Furthermore, Jones points to the lack of interest in “coding as resistance” (see, 
for example, Moody 2001 and Weber 2004, on open-source coding), even in 
DIY communities, mirroring the disinterest we highlighted earlier in the chapter 
amongst many musicians to metrics. In the end, such factors mean that for those 
left working alone with limited human, financial and social network resources, 
digital literacy often remains a significant barrier to access and participation in 
the platform music industries. This being said, very recent advances in the DAO 
technical ecosystem around accessible interfaces, financial tools, and voting and 
community management systems, mean that it is now possible for non-techni-
cal experts to start to experiment with blockchain and blockchain-based DAOs. 
Such tools offer the possibility of extending the decentralizing and democra-
tizing potential of such technologies beyond the technical classes (Catlow & 
Rafferty 2022).
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8
CONCLUSION

The rise of the platform music industries

While digital platforms are now ubiquitous across large parts of the economy, 
the underpinning motivation for writing this book has been our argument that 
the music industries have served as frontier industries for processes of platformi-
zation that have subsequently been rolled out elsewhere. Indeed, commentaries 
in both popular and specialist media have frequently described the music indus-
tries as the “canary in the coal mine” for a series of digital disruptions, ranging 
from the advent of streaming, through the emergence of an internet of things 
(IOT), to virtual reality and blockchain, in ways that have guided subsequent 
developments in a host of other industries (Howard 2015, 2018). Subsequently, 
musicians have in turn been held up as the “canaries” for the future of employ-
ment practices in an economy dominated by platforms, including the removal of 
employment rights and even basic remuneration. This has been reflected in the 
very high-profile and often heated debates that continue to take place around 
the MSPs and remuneration of artists, set in the context of broader aesthetic 
and moral arguments about the value of music and the ability of artists to make 
a living from their profession. It is also reflected in the emerging body of liter-
ature on the mental health of musicians in relation to the intensified demands 
around entrepreneurship and relational labour being placed upon them (Gross 
& Musgrave 2020; Loveday et al. 2023; Musgrave 2023a, 2023b).

More broadly, we have sought to demonstrate the ways in which the music 
industries position as a bellwether sector has occurred in the context of the de-
velopment of a new and distinctive form of platformization that reaches beyond 
shifts in the technologies of distribution and consumption to a wider condition 
in which platformization and platform (re-)intermediation have permeated the 
entire musical economy. Adopting a platform political economy perspective – 
that is, seeing the contemporary music industries as being increasingly consti-
tuted through the logics and logistics of platforms – has enabled us to attempt 
a holistic and systematic evaluation of how processes of platformization are 
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shaping and having an impact on the music industries. Throughout the book we 
have emphasized the impacts that platformization has had on a range of activ-
ities, from the management of music rights to digital innovation, to marketing 
and promotion, to financing, and to live performance. We have also drawn out 
the complex dynamics, conflicts and inequalities that arise from platformization 
as they impact upon a range of key actors across the various music industries, 
and the conditions under which these key actors access and participate in plat-
form economies. Taken together, we have argued that platformization in the 
music industries has brought together the often-conflicting agendas and mo-
tivations of the MSPs, musicians and other music producers, record labels and 
listeners in ways which are dynamic and are resulting in a constantly adapting 
set of practices and relationships.

One of the key characteristics of the distinctive form of platformization that 
we are witnessing in the music industries is the unfolding of new types of rela-
tions between incumbents and platforms. Some early accounts of platformiza-
tion that took root in the populist end of the business literature suggested that 
digital platforms would lay waste to powerful incumbent firms across a host 
of economic sectors. But despite the three waves of platform reintermediation 
outlined in this book, the music industries not only remain highly oligopolis-
tic, but incumbent corporations are arguably even more powerful than before. 
There are two factors which are particularly notable here. First, we have argued 
that the MSPs are digital platforms that have their own dynamics of economic 
transformation that encourage capital concentration and centralization. As 
with all platforms, they embody a number of familiar capitalist developments 
including consolidation, economies of scale, rent-seeking, and uneven distribu-
tion of power (Andersson Schwarz 2017; Nieborg & Poel 2018). They also, we 
suggest, both reflect existing structural inequalities and amplify them in new 
ways. Through the complex relations of interdependencies that have developed 
between the MSPs and the music industries’ major corporations, MSPs have 
served to reinforce the power structures of the traditional musical economy, 
whilst also adding new dynamics based on a winner-takes-all sensibility. We see 
this, for example, in the way in which the allocation of revenue from MSPs takes 
place on a proportional basis related to an artist’s share of total streams, rather 
than a pre-determined per stream rate for all artists.

Second, and relatedly, a copyright-enabled system of rent extraction has 
developed which has encouraged the formation of an enormously powerful 
oligopoly in the market for musical intellectual property. For large music cor-
porations in the digital era, huge back catalogues of copyrighted music are sig-
nificant assets with regards to generating income. Major labels have responded 
to recent technological changes by shifting their efforts away from the discov-
ery of “new-to-the-world” talent in favour of a focus on leveraging previously 
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successful artists. As we have argued this is reflective of one of the broader char-
acteristics of rentier capitalism whereby rent-based asset incomes are associated 
with the extraction rather than creation of value – or, put another way, primarily 
focus on the “sweating of assets”. The control of these assets through the strict 
enforcement of copyright, we have demonstrated, positions the major corpo-
rations as the key rentiers in the networks of the music industries. The ways in 
which these key actors have become bound together in a very particular system 
of rent extraction (Meier & Manzerolle 2019) is, we would argue, the key deter-
mining factor in shaping the nature of relations between the major corporations, 
MSPs, and artists, which in turn are shaping the distinctive form of platformiza-
tion that we are witnessing across all sectors and levels of the music industries.

The ongoing concentration of power amongst a small number of corpora-
tions, together with these new dynamics of rent extraction, has important impli-
cations in relation to debates around democratization. If one considers the twin 
pillars of participation and access as being fundamental to the development of 
democratic media systems (Hesmondhalgh 1997), then platformization might 
be considered to bring with it the promise of democratization in the music in-
dustries. This is particularly the case with regards to the production of music 
and the subsequent economic and cultural participation of musicians and music 
producers in the music industries. Platforms and other digital technologies offer 
the promise of lower entry costs across the music industries value chain, making 
it easier for musicians to access and participate in music production, distribu-
tion and consumption regardless of economic, network-based or sociocultural 
background. For consumers, it could be argued that media consumption has 
also been democratized in some respects, given the abundance and conveni-
ence of content on streaming services. Yet, as we have sought to demonstrate, 
contemporary musicians and other music industries professionals alike work 
in a business ecology in which large digital platforms own, develop, steer and, 
critically, monetize several of the most influential music industries distribution 
channels (Frenneaux 2023). Given the interdependent relations that have de-
veloped between the MSPs and the music industries’ major corporations, the 
system of rights and ownership underpinning the music industries are arguably 
now more deeply embedded in technological systems and more removed from 
democratic debate than ever (Hesmondhalgh 2019). In this way, the particular 
processes of platformization and political economy at work in the contemporary 
music industries problematize claims regarding the disruptive, disintermediat-
ing and democratizing potential of platforms more generally.

Alongside of our treatment of major corporations, we have also sought to 
outline the implications of platformization on the musicians and other inde-
pendent music industry practitioners who now find themselves at the “sharp 
end” (Haynes & Marshall 2018) of the platform music industries, and how 
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these actors have developed strategies and tactics to respond to these changes. 
As outlined earlier, the impacts of the file-sharing crisis of the early 2000s on 
the industries’ major corporations have since resulted in a sustained period of 
reduced capital flow, smaller artist rosters, substantially reduced record label 
budgets, and new forms of disintermediation. The consequence of this is that 
we have witnessed the demise of what might be described the “welfare func-
tion” of record labels, which has resulted in a marked increase in the number 
of independent self-releasing artists, many of whom operate in conditions of 
precarity with unpredictable levels of income generation (Mulligan & Jopling 
2019). While arguably such independence from the corporate system allows for 
more opportunities for artists to realize more variable kinds of musical and re-
lated outputs, with more agency over both the form and process of their musical 
creation and production, many of the tasks previously performed by music label 
representatives (for example, promotion, marketing and distribution) now fall to 
artists (Kribs 2017). Thus, artists find themselves in a situation which poses new 
challenges in achieving sustained success and may need help generating income 
from their work (Frenneaux 2023). Subsequently we are witnessing a new round 
of reintermediation as MusicTech start-ups and various new intermediary firms 
– such as administrative music publishers, as just one example – look to develop 
platforms and services that respond the needs of independent artists for a range 
of intermediary services.

As we have also argued, platforms and their related technologies have dis-
tinctive affordances, many of which would seem to promise musicians greater 
control over creation, copyrights, collaboration, marketing and promotion, 
distribution and monetization. New forms of intermediary music services 
and platforms, together with the plethora of social media, live streaming and 
crowdfunding platforms, appear to offer new independent artists and self-re-
leasing musicians the opportunity to build, reach and monetize audiences in 
ways which will allow them to thrive alongside more established acts. In our 
research into how musicians use the Twitch live streaming platform, for exam-
ple, we demonstrated how during the Covid-19 pandemic, the affordances of the 
platform allowed some independent musicians to make money from online live 
music performances when physical live music spaces were closed. Others were 
“platform-only” musicians who had never performed live in a physical space but 
were encouraged on to the platform by the opportunities it offered for perfor-
mance, community-building and generating income.

Yet, in much the same way as signed musicians necessarily subject themselves 
to the control of firms – under the aegis of intellectual property and contract 
law regimes – in return for potential financial reward (Stahl 2013), the MSPs 
and other platforms used by independent musicians, whilst providing poten-
tially beneficial affordances, seek to commodify outputs in ways that blur the 
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separation between creativity and business (Qu et al. 2023). The autonomy of 
independent musicians, for example, is brought into question by the “unpredict-
able algorithmic environment” (Frenneaux 2023) within which they operate and 
to which they seek to respond to gain agency and advantage. In this book, we 
have drawn attention to the ways in which some musicians seek to “game” song 
recommender systems as they vie to make their music more “algorithmically 
attractive”, and how data and digital literacy have become fundamental skills for 
contemporary musicians, music companies and intermediaries. We have also 
argued that data creates new divides between the data literate and those who 
lack the knowledge, skills and financial resources to effectively utilize platforms 
and leverage the metrics that they provide.

Furthermore, amongst a heightened level of market noise, there is a prolifer-
ation of modalities and platforms that must be engaged concurrently as musi-
cians seek to identify the market signal that will enable them to gain momentum 
and progress (Frenneaux 2023). At the same time, through our accounts of mu-
sicians’ use of social media and live streaming platforms, we have emphasized 
how self-promotion through such platforms places particular requirements 
and demands on artists and musicians to adopt entrepreneurial approaches to 
promotion and perform online relational and emotional labour. There is now 
significant pressure on musicians to build relationships across social media to 
advance their careers and a growing sense that their livelihood depends on how 
well they self-brand, self-promote and connect (Baym 2018). Yet, even so, as 
Haynes and Marshall (2018) note, online success does not easily translate into 
material sustainability: “offline inequalities” in the field of music, such as an indi-
vidual’s economic resources or social networks, are not easily undone via online 
resources (Verboord & van Noord 2016).

Where next?

One of the inherent risks in authoring a book about the music industries and 
technology is how quickly it might become outdated as the music industries 
pass into the next phase of technological disruption and/or crisis. The rate of 
change has been particularly rapid over the past two and a half decades as the 
music industries have experienced the three distinct waves of platform rein-
termediation outlined earlier, rendering some academic accounts of the music 
industries as pieces of historical reflection almost immediately as they were pub-
lished. However, given the stabilization that we have witnessed around stream-
ing as the primary mechanism for the distribution of music, and the lack of any 
replacement technology on the near horizon, together with the ongoing embed-
ding of the platform business model throughout the value chains of the musical 
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economy, we have good reason to believe that this book will act as a basis for 
further evaluations of the music industries in coming years.

This is not to suggest of course that the music industries and related technol-
ogies will stand still. Far from it. Throughout the book, we have pointed to differ-
ent areas of nascent technological innovation, along with their attendant social 
and economic practices, which we anticipate could be particularly important 
in the future. Many of these technologies sit at the intersection of production 
and consumption, connecting musicians and fans together in more engaging 
and intimate ways. This is something which, given the present dynamics of the 
music industries, is only likely to be become more important with regards to 
musicians making at least some kind of living from their music. In particular, the 
potential of what have been termed as decentralized or distributed creator econ-
omies is being recognized both in the context of music and beyond. Web 3.0 
offers opportunities for creator economy platforms and their users to leverage 
emerging technologies such as augmented reality, blockchain, cryptocurrencies 
and NFTs, and Metaverse technologies, to alter the economics of the creator 
economy in ways that facilitate further reintermediation and the cultivation of 
closer relationships between content creators and fans, and perhaps, in turn, the 
promise of greater creative autonomy. In this book, we have pointed to some 
examples of where these innovations are already underway.

Yet, if the growing body of literature on platform capitalism tells us anything, 
it is that the tendency of platforms towards consolidation and control works 
counter to aspirations of decentralization and (re)distribution. Furthermore, re-
cent literature on the sharing economy, whilst outlining its potential for creating 
a decentralized, equitable and sustainable economy (Bradley & Pargman 2017), 
points to how the type of altruistic, non-profit and community-orientated ac-
tivities characterizing “true” and transformative non-market forms of sharing 
(Belk 2014) sit in opposition to the logics of the platform economy whereby 
the commodification of “sharing” introduces market relations into all aspects 
of everyday life in a “nightmarish form of neoliberal capitalism” (Martin 2016: 
149). Therefore, aspirations around platform-enabled decentralization and dis-
tributed creator economies are only likely to be realized if the platforms and 
related technologies themselves (for example, management of rights and finan-
cial elements through the blockchain) are, if not controlled, then at least more 
strongly influenced by, musicians and other creatives. We have discussed DAOs 
as one potential organizational form in which this could be realized. Along sim-
ilar lines, Hardjono and Pentland (2019) argue the need for “data cooperatives” 
for artists and musicians, allowing the community to share IT resources – such 
as data storage, analytics processing, blockchains and distributed ledgers – and 
apply smart contracts to remedy some of the various challenges currently fac-
ing the industry, such as licence tracking management. However, as discussed 
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previously, for this to happen would require attendant demands on musicians 
and other intermediaries to engage critically with data and to become digitally 
literate, while at the same time acquiring understanding the requirements of 
successful entrepreneurship.

A technological development that we have identified as having potentially 
significant impacts upon the future of the music industries is artificial intel-
ligence (AI). As we have argued, new developments in machine learning and 
generative AI, together with increased computing power, have led to notable 
improvements in the quality of the music generated by AI (Drott: 2021). This has 
produced concerns that generative AI technologies may in time replace artists 
and musicians within the creative process, while also raising anxieties around 
the attribution of copyright and authorship. In particular, there are fears that 
there is the potential of significant amounts of AI-generated music to flood on 
to MSPs, which while financially beneficial to platforms with regards to royalty 
payments, would likely undercut the market for human-composed music and 
therefore displace the work of musicians at a time when making a living for 
music is increasingly problematic. It is difficult to predict at this point just how 
significant an issue this is likely to be, although the streaming platform Deezer 
very recently announced, following the launch of a new AI-detection tool, that 
10,000 AI-generated tracks were being uploaded to the platform every day, which 
amounts to roughly 10 per cent of the daily content delivered to the platform. 
Deezer also announced that the company plans to exclude fully AI-generated 
tracks from algorithmic and editorial recommendation (Tencer 2025).

Clearly, a major determining factor with regards to the impact of AI will be 
the adequacy of existing copyright regimes when applied to AI music, the ability 
of rights holders (specifically the major corporations) to defend these rights, and 
whether re-evaluation of these regimes happens in the near future in ways that 
directly target AI-generated products (Sturm et al. 2019). Perhaps inevitably, 
early proposals with regards to AI-related changes to copyright law are proving 
to be controversial. At the time of writing, for example, the UK government is 
consulting on proposals that would allow AI companies to use material that is 
available online without respecting copyright if they are using it for text or data 
mining. While proposals would give artists or creators the ability to opt out – 
termed a “rights reservation” – critics have argued that is not possible for an in-
dividual writer or artist to notify thousands of different AI service providers that 
they do not want their content used in that way, or to monitor what has happened 
to their work across the whole internet. In response, an alternative proposal 
was being put forward whereby artists opt in to give their permission for their 
content (Kuenssberg 2025). At the same time, however – assuming copyright 
regimes that are favourable towards artists rather than technology per se – pos-
itive narratives have sought to emphasize the creative potential of AI. As such 
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computational tools become increasingly central to artistic practice, co-creative 
spaces can become zones of community interaction and engagement, within 
which the creative potential of technologies is developed, expanded, critiqued 
and challenged. Such spaces, it has been argued, can encourage the stretching of 
the boundaries of (human) imagination to spark creativity across new imagina-
tive terrains (Stark & Crawford 2019; Lundman & Nordström 2023).

And it is here, as in other areas, that a critical examination of the music in-
dustries has value for considering implications for the creative economy, and 
the wider economy more generally. As we have argued, the music industries 
have been an important testing ground for platform technologies, which have 
now become pervasive. While AI has already advanced in the music industries 
in music production (for example in assisting or even automating tasks such 
as mixing and mastering) a key watershed moment will be when it becomes 
possible to create music with AI that manages to successfully register affect and 
approval among audiences, which in turn will make it a viable revenue generat-
ing strategy. While the use of AI tools might, in theory, lower barriers to entry, 
enabling those with ideas but perhaps not the technical skills to create music in 
ways that would not otherwise be possible, such developments are more likely 
to favour those with deeper pockets and greater capital reserves. AI generated 
music, in combination with a narrow band of MSPs and an even smaller group 
of rights owning organizations, would see the idea of creative economy as a 
powerful and perhaps impenetrable and insurmountable oligopsony. Such a de-
velopment it is likely to increase income polarization by flooding MSPs with 
new music, increasing levels of competition for listening attention, and mak-
ing earning a living in the music industries an ever more difficult achievement. 
The progress of AI in the music industries, as with platform technologies, will 
provide a preview of how automation, creative collaboration, and algorithmic 
data-driven personalization and recommendation could reshape the economy 
more widely.
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