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Introduction

 Earning a living with music has become both 
more accessible and more challenging in the 21st century. 
The cost of being an acoustic musician who records 
digitally is much more affordable than investing in all 
electronic instruments, but synthesizers and drum 
machines make music sound more modern and 
commercial. By the end of 2017, according to the IFPI's 
2018 global music report, streaming services claimed 176 
million paid subscribers, in which 64 million were added 
during the year. Digital music's share of revenue increased 
by 54% from the previous year. 

Since 1999, which was the music industry's peak 
year for revenue both globally and in the United States, 
sales of physical recordings such as CDs have steadily 
declined. Digital downloads, driven by Apple's iTunes 
Music Store, became dominant in 2005, but have been 
rivaled by streaming services since 2010. Total global 
revenue for 2017 was $17.3 billion, an 8% increase from 
2016. Digital revenue accounted for over $9 billion, 
marking the first time ever that digital accounted for over 
half of all annual industry revenue. 

When adding up the grand total of sales of music, 
concert tickets, along with licensing and royalties, the US 
total music industry revenue for 2017 was $43 billion, 

http://www.ifpi.org/news/IFPI-GLOBAL-MUSIC-REPORT-2018


according to an 88-page August 2018 music report issued 
by financial giant Citi called Putting the Band Back 
Together: Remastering the World of Music. 

Bi l lboard, however, normal ly a ser ious 
publication, ridiculed the report for a typo and implied it 
was really a promotional vehicle for Citi to attract music 
organizations to its financial consulting services. Another 
criticism was that Citi did not include merchandise as part 
of the "12%" figure that artists earned. Billboard also 
pointed out that the Wall Street bank was inaccurate that 
"most publishers are owned by record labels." It is true, 
however, that the top 3 music publishers (Sony/ATV, 
Universal Music Publishing Group and Warner/Chappel 
are owned by the parent companies of the corresponding 
big 3 labels). According to a 2016 Nielsen survey, these 
three publishing giants accounted for a combined 59% 
market share. 

Total consumer spending on recorded music in 
the United States for 2017 was $8.7 billion, which was 
over 16% more than the previous year, according to the 
RIAA. Of that total, streaming accounted for $5.66 billion, 
which was 65% of revenue. Overall the U.S. recording 
industry is nowhere near the $15 billion it generated in its 
peak year of 1999, but has shown signs o f e c o n o m i c 
recovery in recent years, due to streaming. 

https://ir.citi.com/NhxmHW7xb0tkWiqOOG0NuPDM3pVGJpVzXMw7n%2BZg4AfFFX%2BeFqDYNfND%2B0hUxxXA
https://www.billboard.com/articles/business/8469860/citi-music-industry-report-dissected-analysis


Top Selling Global Artists 2016 (IFPI): 
Drake, David Bowie, Coldplay, Adele, Justin Bieber
Top Selling Global Artists 2017 (IFPI): 
Ed Sheeran, Drake, Taylor Swift, Kendrick Lamar, Eminem

     Entering Music with an Edge

Several popular artists of this century, similar to 
last century, came from either wealthy or music-connected 
families. Drake, for example, is the son of a drummer for 
50s rock and roll legend Jerry Lee Lewis. Ed Sheeran's 
older brother Matthew is a composer and his parents ran 
an indepedent art consultancy called Sheeran Lock from 
1990 to 2010. Other artists born connected to powerful 
relatives were Katy Perry, Lady Gaga, Demi Lovato, 
Kanye West, Bruno Mars and Imagine Dragons singer 
Dan Reynolds. 

Even if you're not born into the music industry, it 
helps to start off with plenty of money since a music career 
can get expensive. Taylor Swift's father Scott Kingsley

Swift is a very wealthy banker who has worked for 
Merrill Lynch and was a large investor in the label that 
signed his daughter, Big Machine. Lana Del Rey is the 
daughter of wealthy investment banker Robert Grant. 
Maroon 5 singer Adam Levine is the son of the M. Fredric 
retail chain's founder, Fredric Levine. Mark Ronson was 
born into one of the UK's wealthiest real estate families. 



Nicki Minaj formerly worked on Wall Street as an office 
manager, which makes sense since the top of the music 
scene is very closely connected with financial elites. 

  Who you know has always carried more weight in 
the entertainment industry than talent, although it still 
usually takes either looks or talent to get offered a label 
deal. Even indie artist Chance the Rapper, who has made 
the charts without a label, was born into a family 
connected with power. His father Ken Williams-Bennett 
was an aide to both Chicago mayor Harold Washington 
and Barack Obama, who at the time was a senator. 
Williams-Bennett went on to work during the first term of 
President Obama's administration. 

Chance the Rapper got to meet the president as a 
kid. After coming in second place in a songwriting 
competition among Chicago artists, he connected with 
Chicago mayor Richard Daley, who liked his music, which 
helped draw more attention to it. Ultimately, his 2012 
mixtape release became a hit without a label's h e l p 
after it gained positive reviews in the press, particularly 
from Forbes. 

An artist, however, can still find success without 
connections with musical gatekeepers and wealthy 
financiers, but it's a much bigger challege. Even in the age 
of low cost home recording, the biggest hits are still 
backed by the biggest bucks. 



One of the biggest major label artist expenses 
besides touring is recording. The most sensible path to the 
major label scene is to become an advanced talent in 
vocals or musicianship and then approach a management 
company that already has a roster of successful talent. 

 So if you don't look like you should be in the 
movies and you don't know any big bankers or influential 
music industry people, you can still come from the lower or 
middle classes - as long as you're discovered by someone 
in the elite crowd.

 Enimem, for example, was discovered by Dr. Dre, 
who has had a history of launching big music careers. 
Justin Bieber was discovered on YouTube by R&B 
superstar Usher. The best way to get noticed by 
superstars is to either have super talent or fit into an
existing successful marketing formula (teen idols aren't 
going away even though most of them do not remain in 
the spotlight long enough to grow up with their fans).



Part 1: Musical Career Dreams

 



So many musicians dream of making a 
living from music, even if it means not getting signed by 
a label or never getting their music played for 
big audiences of movies, television and radio. 

But 95% of all music available on the market 
never turns a profit, according to the International  
Federation of the Phonographic Industry (IFPI), 
which provides annual global data on music 
industry activity. This reality was true even before the 
rise of illegal file swapping in 1999, which marked 
the beginning of the end of how the traditional 
music industry operated.

Yet billions of dollars are still made every year 
on music. The top ways to earn money from music 
are touring and publishing, which involves 
earning royalties from mass exposure through 
media. These days many artists make significant 
extra money doing commercials or representing 
products as brand ambassadors in marketing. 

 Developing a career in music is possible 
if multiple factors are in place. It helps to have access 
to enough capital to invest in professional gear, 
which usually costs thousands of dollars. A solo artist 
such as a guitarist or keyboardist who sings is the 
most economical way to enter the music business. 
While a band has the ability to make more sound and



perhaps create more excitement, there's not much 
money in most local music scenes anymore. Many 
night clubs would rather pay a DJ a few hundred bucks 
to entertain a crowd, rather than an 8-piece band 
much more money. It's common now for up and 
coming bands to play for exposure until they develop 
a following that commands a certain pay level. 

Musicians who plan music careers at an early
age have the advantage of capturing the youth 
market, which is where much of the money 
is concentrated, although baby boomers still contribute 
to album sales and concert tickets in a major way. 
The teen market is usually exploited by major labels 
in an effort to sell current music. 

Teens, however, do not make or break music 
careers since teens have very little spending cash. 
It's more the 18-34 age group that is a target of 
both record labels and radio stations. Teens, for 
example, aren't allowed in bars, where music 
careers commonly develop. The college crowd helps 
fuel bar scenes. Club owners care about alcohol 
sales, not so much musical appreciation. They hire DJs 
or musical talent if it helps improve alcohol 
sales, otherwise many owners view it as an 
unnecessary expense.



Geography of Music Careers

The city where you live makes a big difference as 
to whether or not you'll have musical performance 
opportunities. The top three music cities where music 
companies are heavily based are New York City, Los 
Angeles and Nashville. Other big music markets where 
local and national careers thrive are Chicago, 
San Francisco, Seattle, New Orleans, Austin, Atlanta, 
Las Vegas, Kansas City, Miami, St. Louis and Memphis. 
ReverbNation has charts for every city throughout the 
world, making it a good resource to track down local 
talent. Artist links for the top U.S. Regional and Local 
Music Scenes in America can be found on Playlist 
Research.

   The annual week-long South by Southwest 
(SXSW) Music Convention in Austin is held every March. 
In recent years it has expanded to showcase new 
technology as well as rising music talent. The event 
attracts about 30,000 music officials and fans from around 
the world. It's how many artists are discovered and signed. 
It's considered the world's largest music festival with over 
2,000 performers spread out over multiple venues.

                  Music Education

   Music courses have been making a comeback at 
certain schools and univerisities due to the growing body 

http://www.playlistresearch.com/musicscenes.htm
http://www.playlistresearch.com/musicscenes.htm


of research that music helps both sides of the brain and 
can be used for medical treatment. The field of music 
therapy has existed since the forties, but has gained 
momentum in recent years due to its positive effects 
helping patients with dementia and other health 
conditions. One of the healthiest things that music can do 
is trigger happy memories associated with a song. 

Learning an acoustic musical instrument takes 
time and practice. The most basic musical elements are 
notes, chords and timing. Notes define a melody while 
chords, which are three or more notes played at once, add 
color and flavor to the arrangement. Chords also generate 
a fuller, richer sound than notes. Timing has multiple 
aspects: time signature, rhythm and tempo. Melodic 
phrases are broken down into measures, which are short 
time frames filled with notes or rests.

Time signature is often confusing to beginners 
because it's expressed as a fraction, such as 2/4, 3/4, 4/4 
or 6/8. The top number means beats per measure. The 
bottom number tells you how long the beats are held, 
which is most commonly in quarter notes. So a 4/4 time 
signature means four beats per measure, such as 1-2-3-4 
in which each beat is a quarter note. A 6/8 time signature 
has a faster feel because not only is the count 1-2-3-4-5-6, 
each beat is an eighth note, which is twice as fast as a 
quarter note. Unconventional time signatures such as 9/4 
are typically just 3 sets of 3/4. 



Rhythm can be simple or complex and serves as 
the basis of drums and percussion. It defines where 
accents are placed on beats as well as the feel of the 
song. Tempo is measured in beats per minute (BPM), 
which is the basis of electronic beatmixing. A typical 
popular midtempo dance song has a BPM around 120, 
while fast pulsating music is in the range of 160 and 
above. 

            Famous Music Schools

 One of the most prestigious music education 
institutions in America is Berklee College of Music. Many 
music experts consider the Julliard School in New York to 
be the most notable. Getting a degree from these 
institutions commands high credibility among serious 
professional musicians and could lead to high-paid 
recording session work. According to the 2018 College 
Affordability Guide, the top ranked college to get an 
affordable music degree is University of California at 
Irvine. Texas A&M University came in second place, 
followed by University of Minnesota in Duluth. 

 But the typical route to a music career is still 
more through plenty of live gigs than schools. The more an 
artist's name appears in print in various places, the more 
likely a local media outlet will find out about them and do a 
review, which can attract new fans quickly. It only helps to 
earn a degree from a prestigious university. 



   Part 2: Instruments and Live Shows

   

          



    Acoustic Guitars Overtake Electric Guitars

The death of the electric guitar was supposedly 
documented on June 22, 2017 when the Washington Post, 
one of America's most widely read news publications, 
ran a story called "Why My Guitar Gently Weeps" with the 
subtitle "The slow, secret death of the six-string electric. 
And why you should care." To illustrate the instrument's 
alleged death more clearly, The Post displayed animated 
flames burning up the famous Fender Stratocaster electric 
guitar. The piece goes along with the decades-long "rock 
is dead" rumor pushed by mainstream media. 

Several music publications duplicated the article's 
content to spread the word that the electric guitar 
was dead, even though it's not true. The article 
apparently relied on 2015 National Association of 
Music and Merchants (NAMM) statistics. Current 
NAMM reports cost about $1,000, whereas old reports 
can be found online. The Post reported that units 
of electric guitar sales had fallen from 1.5 million to over 
1 million the past decade. But after a dip from 1.1 to 
1.0 million in 2015, unit sales went back up in 2016 to 
1.1 million. The Post also pointed out that Guitar 
Center owes $1.6 billion in debt and that 
guitar manufacturers Gibson and Fender are in debt. 

            The main problem with the Post article 
is that it ignores several crucial aspects of the 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2017/lifestyle/the-slow-secret-death-of-the-electric-guitar/?utm_term=.ab22b091eb67


musician experience. Its premise is that guitar 
popularity equates with guitar sales, which is an 
extreme distortion of reality. Guitarists, like 
keyboardists, typically don't buy a new instrument 
every year. Musicians tend to be happy with 
keeping instruments in good working condition for 
many years. It helps keep expenses down and it 
makes sense for enviromentalists who seek 
sustainable solutions. 

Meanwhile, overall guitar revenue (for 
both acoustic and electric) stood at an all-time 
high in 2016 at $1.2 billion in America. Synthesizers
 that same year generated $135 million in revenue 
from about 96,000 keyboard unit sales. Guitar Center 
sells a variety of instruments including keyboards.

   Guitar Center's marketing executive Jeannine
D'Addario was quoted in a June 9, 2018 Forbes 
article saying the company's sales over the past 
year "have been the strongest we've seen in our 
history." The article explained that the firm 
used emergency loan negotiation in April to deal with 
its debt and how the company has business plans for 
the next 50 years. Further evidence that the Post 
article misreported guitar sales was that trade 
publication Music Trades reported overall guitar 
sales grew 7% in 2016 and nearly 9% the following 
year. Instead of writing a story about how acoustic 
guitars now outsell electric guitars and how overall 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/pamdanziger/2018/06/09/guitar-center-plans-for-the-next-50-years/#f011ba06218a


guitar sales are at an all-time high, the Post chose 
to paint a dying picture of the electric guitar, 
without considering the most current data. 

Iconic guitar maker Gibson filed Chapter 11
bankruptcy on May 1, 2018, due to $500 million in 
debt associated with an acquistion of an electronic 
guitar tuner company. Gibson said it would focus on 
its core guitar and audio divisions. The company said 
that electric guitar sales increased by 10.5% to 
$122 million in 2017. It sells over 170,000 guitars 
each year around the world.

Yahoo Finance published a story on August 
14, 2018 called "The American Guitar Industry is Making 
a Serious Comeback." The article included a chart 
of "Total U.S. guitar sales in the last 2 decades." It 
showed overall guitar sales surging from 1997 to 
2003, peaking in 2004 at about 3.3 million units, 
then declining through 2009 to under 2.3 million units, 
with stable recovery since then, rising above 2.6 
million.These figures combined both acoustic and 
electric guitar sales.  



              

Concerts Still Rock

North American concert revenue hit an all-time 
high of $8 billion in 2017, up from $7.3 billion the previous 
year, as reported by Billboard. U2, in addition to being the 
top touring act globally and in North America, attracted the 
top grossing concert worldwide that year, which was $32.8 
million from 278,718 fans over four shows in Sao Paulo, 
Brazil.  The band played 50 shows in 38 cities at an 
average ticket price of $116, according to Pollstar.

  U2 also performed for the largest North American 
audience, which was two shows at the Rose Bowl in 
Southern California. Other big touring acts who attracted 



enormous crowds in North America were Bruno Mars, 
Metallica, Garth Brooks and Guns N' Roses. Most of the 
top acts have been doing shows for over two decades. 
Ticket prices to big shows have remained in the range of 
$50 to $100, with the most well known acts commanding 
ticket prices as high as over $150. Only a small 
percentage of national acts have averaged over $100 
ticket prices at this time. 

           

                      

Choosing Cover Band Material

It should be no secret that the local bands who 
commonly make the most money regularly play live shows 
doing cover songs. The primary advantage to doing cover 



material is that it is already familiar with the public, making 
it more likely to create a crowd reaction. Unfamiliar music 
simply takes awhile to develop a following through 
exposure. Performing well known songs at a community 
festival is a good way to stand out. 

    But does that mean you should only be playing 
dance hits? It comes down to what the band is capable of 
playing based on what they've rehearsed. It takes a more 
advanced level of talent to improvise on songs and jams in 
which the band members have not practiced together. One 
of the best ways to develop musicanship skills in the 
internet age is to search online "how to play" a specific 
song. So a YouTube search of "How to play 'Johnny B. 
Goode'" will lead to videos of instructors demonstrating 
how to play the song on electric guitar or other 
instruments. "Guitar Jamz" hosted by Marty Schwartz is a 
reliable series for rock musicians who want to learn 
hundreds of popular licks in rock music. 

    The venue and the crowd are important 
considerations for deciding on cover material. If the venue 
regularly showcases a certain genre or targets a specific 
subculture, it's a good idea to come prepared with relevant 
material. In general, most people have been exposed to 
the biggest popular classics of the past several decades, 
regardless of demographics. It's the music people have 
heard at supermarkets and malls all their lives.

https://guitarjamz.com/premium/


    The longevity of a song is closely tied to how 
much it reappears in films or other media. If the crowd is 
diverse, you can entertain them with a diverse mix of 
60s-90s hits. But if the crowd is in their 20s, they may only 
be interested in current music with a handful of classics. 
Every region has its own unique profile as to how well 
current or classic music is embraced in public. 

What the Crowd Celebrates

    Certain songs such as "Louie Louie" or "Twist 
and Shout" have durability due to the excitement level of 
the content and performance. Such party classics can be 
done by any cover band willing to learn a short list of 
chords. One of the most popular chord progressions that 
spans multiple genres is the I-IV-V progression such as A-
E-B, D-G-A or C-F-G. It's the basic sound of pop, rock and 
country. Electronic music, R&B and hip hop emphasize 
beats, rhythm and expressions. 

   When you decide on more current cover songs, 
you cannot necessarily rely on the pop charts. Sometimes 
the appearance on the charts has more to do with 
promotion and exposure, such as new music with a 
developing story on airplay and streaming. It's best to 
simply know the crowd you are playing for and to plan 
accordingly. But in the event you do play for a completely 
unknown crowd, sticking with well known songs in a 
particular genre usually gets the best results. You can 



learn viable hits more from witnessing crowd response at 
public events than the charts, which can be used as a 
guide. Just because a song is high on the charts doesn't 
mean everyone knows it or that it will work for any crowd. 

          
  



       Learning the Biggest Hits of All Time

The more a band can expand its music 
knowledge, the wider audiences it can play for. One way 
to learn the greatest hits of any era is to study the lists on 
Playlist Research. The site was designed to make it easy 
for musicians, DJs, musicologists and music fans to get a 
clear idea quickly of what the most viable songs have 
been over the years for specific genres. Keeping up with 
charts by Billboard is helpful for staying current, while 
Playlist Research gives you a deeper view of music 
history of the past century. Below is the RIAA's list of top 
100 U.S. artists (based on album shipments) of all time as 
of September 2, 2018.

http://www.playlistresearch.com


RIAA: TOP U.S. ALBUM ARTISTS OF ALL TIME



  The RIAA announced in August 2018 that the 
Eagles' album Greatest Hits 1971-1975 had once again 
surpassed Michael Jackson's Thriller as the best selling 
album of all time in America. While the Eagles' album has 
sold 38 million units in the US, Jackson's has sold 33 
million. 

    Of course, this list should not be taken as the 
most important music to cover, but more as a guide to 
check for tapping into large fanbases. Each of the top 100 
artists sold over 20 million albums in America. But there 
are plenty of other sources to check for picking songs to 
cover. If the band's job is to make the crowd dance, they 
should draw from a list of big dance hits. If it's just 
background or dinner music, it can almost be anything that 
doesn't compete with crowd conversations.



Part 3: How People Listen to Music



The four main ways consumers listen to music 
are terrestrial radio, satellite radio: Sirius XM, non-
interactive streaming services such as Pandora and 
interactive streaming services such as Spotify and Apple 
Music. Despite the stagnation of radio revenue growth the 
past decade, AM/FM radio still accounted for 54% of U.S. 
audio listening in 2017, according to Edison Research. 
Tied for second place at 15% was owned music and 
streaming, followed by satellite radio at 7%.

  

       Radio Continues to Reach Over 240 
     Million Americans

Even though many people no longer perceive 
radio as necessary for discovering new music or listening 
to favorite classics, 93% of American adults still listen to 
radio, according to Nielsen figures from Q2 2017. The total 
number of Americans age 18 and over who listen to the 



radio each month is over 243 million. That's a higher figure 
than the number of adults who use social media, search 
sites and video sites. Playlist Research lists the radio dials 
of the top radio markets in America. 

Mobile Music and Streaming

Global revenue in 2017 for digital music was up 
54% as streaming grew over 41%, according to the IFPI's 
annual global report released in 2018. Smart phone 
popularity began to escalate in 2007 with Apple's first 
iPhone, which merged phones, music and pop culture. 
Since then gadgets have become a primary medium for 
listening to music. Overall, it can be presumed that legal 
downloads and streaming have brought the industry back 
to its revenue level of 2006. During the same period, 
spending on concert tickets has increased significantly. 
Part of it has to do with the ease of buying tickets on a 
smartphone.

A 2017 survey by PWC found that trust in "media 
and entertainment" among American internet users was at 
6%, along with social media, which was just a few points 
above "marketing and advertising." Trust in "information 
and technology" fell to 21%. 

On the bright side, YouTube has become one of the most 
popular ways to discover new music. The amount of global 
ad revenue YouTube videos have generated for the music 

http://www.playlistresearch.com/radiomarkets.htm
https://www.emarketer.com/content/dealing-with-the-media-trust-meltdown


industry in recent years has been steadily rising and was 
up to $16.6 billion in 2017, according to the Citi report.

Top Global Music Streaming Services (as of August 2018)

 Apple became the North American streaming 
leader in 2018 Q2, according to Apple CEO Tim Cook. 
Spotify continues to lead by a wide margin in overall global 
users. Pandora Radio, which is closer to terrestrial radio, 
has a 70% share of the U.S. internet radio audience. By 
2019 Google plans to merge Google Play Music into the 
YouTube Music service. 

Other players include SoundCloud, Slacker and 
iHeartRadio. SoundCloud fell into financial trouble but 
received $169 million in funding from the Raine Group and 
Temasek Holdings in 2017. Slacker, which has about 1.5 
million users and 400,000 paid subscribers, was 
purchased by LiveXLive in 2016 for $36 million. 



On May 25, 2018, Forbes ran an article of the top 
10 streaming services based on number of users. 
YouTube was on top with 1.5 billion. NetEase was number 
2 with 400 million, followed by SoundCloud (175 million), 
Spotify (170 million) and iHeartRadio (100 million).



Top Streaming Services by US Market Share (as of 
January 2018)



    Future of the CD and Downloads

Trends that define how people consume music 
affects how it is distributed. CDs, for example, have been 
diminishing in sales to the point that Best Buy announced 
in the spring of 2018 they would discontinue selling CDs in 
July. Later the company announced it would sell a limited 
number of "select CDs," as shelf space has diminished. 
The retailer's CD division only accounted for $40 million of 
the company's $4.2 billion in overall revenue in 2017, 
according to Forbes. At one time Best Buy was the leading 
music retailer in America. 

For indie artists, the numbers may be radically 
differerent. Indie band platform Bandcamp, for example, 
reported in early 2018 that its CD sales were up 18% in 
2017. Vinyl was up 54% and continues to be an attractive 
marketing vehicle for indie artists, although vinyl only 
accounts for a slim share of overall music sales. 
Bandcamp also reported that revenue from 3,500 indie 
labels rose 73%. Payments to artists reached a record 
high of $270 million. Portland-based CD manufacturing 
shop Atomic Disk, which serves thousand of indie artists, 
reported 30% growth for the year, according to Fast 
Company. 

Rolling Stone ran a story on June 14, 2018 called 
"The End of Owning Music: How CDs and Downloads 
Died." The article reported how CD sales have dropped 



80% the past decade, from 450 million to 89 million units 
per year. Car companies such as Tesla, Toyota and Ford 
have stopped including CD players in new cars.
 
Alternative rock artist Jack White predicts that the next 
decade will be about streaming and vinyl. As for digital 
downloads, Nielsen reported in July 2018 that during the 
first half of 2018, sales of song downloads fell from 307.2 
million to 223.1 million downloads compared with the first 
half of 2017. 

  



       

     Music on Big Screens

   Another way consumers have been listening to 
music is through their cable or satellite television service. 
Music Choice, for example, is a collection of multiple 
music channels offered by Comcast. The visual aspect of 
music through videos has been further popularized by 
YouTube and Vimeo. One of the effects of mass viewing of 
big screens is a larger than life perception of the content. 
So even watching a local band video through YouTube on 
a giant screen can have a dramatic impact on how 
someone perceives the video. 



       Part 4: Public Response 
   

           

     



   The Most Popular Genres

CBS News published its own poll on musical 
genre popularity on January 28, 2018. The question asked 
Americans what their favorite genre was. Country came 
out on top with 21% of respondents calling it their favorite 
type of music. Number 2 was rock at 18%, although the 
poll claimed to have a margin of error of 4 points, meaning 
it could have been number 1. 

Popular music was number 3 (14%), followed by 
classical (10%), R&B or soul (9%), hip hop or rap (7%), 
tied with jazz, then Christian or gospel (5%). Country was 
number 1 among women with 24%, while rock was 
number 1 among men with 22%.

The poll was taken the week of January 10-14 by 
telephone, surveying 1,009 American adults. It revealed 
that among white Americans the top genres are country 
(26%), rock (21%) and pop (15%). Among black 
Americans, the top genres are R&B/soul (39%), jazz 
(13%), hip hop/rap (9%) and pop (8%). 

Nielsen reported at the end of the 2017 that 
news/talk was the most listened to radio format, as it was 
fueled by older audiences. The top music formats on AM/
FM radio based on listenership were Adult Contemporary, 
Country, Pop, Hot AC, Classic Rock, Classic Hits and 
Urban AC. Country, however, is heard on the most number 

http://docs.cbsnews.com/17/pdfs/CBS%20News%20Poll_012818_Music.pdf
http://docs.cbsnews.com/17/pdfs/CBS%20News%20Poll_012818_Music.pdf


of stations in the US, which is over 2,000. The next biggest 
number of stations for a musically-defined radio format on 
radio (if you don't count "variety") is Classic Hits, with 825 
stations. If you include all the stations playing some form 
of current rock, including alterative music, the figure is 
over 900 stations. There are about 500 classic rock 
stations as well.  Interestingly, "top 40" or "popular music" 
never turn out to be number 1 in radio surveys or public 
opinion polls. According to Inside Radio's format counts as 
of August 28, 2018, there were only 611 top 40 stations in 
America. 

USA Today reported on January 3, 2018 that the 
combination of R&B and hip hop had overtaken rock as 
the most listened to genre in terms of total music 
consumption, according to Nielsen Music's 2017 year-end 
report. Nielsen reported that R&B/hip hop represented 
24.5% of all music listening for the year. Other music 
researchers, such as the RIAA, usually list R&B and 
hip hop as separate categories. The article mentioned that 
8 of the 10 most listened to artists of the year, headed by 
Drake, were categorized as either R&B or hip hop. Nielsen 
Music reported in July 2018 that 36.4% of all on-demand 
music streams are for either R&B, rap or hip hop. Rock, 
however, still hung on as the top genre in terms of total 
U.S. album consumption with 22.2% market share over 
rap/hip hop with 17.5%, but when you include R&B's 8.7% 
share, the combination puts R&B/hip hop/rap at 26.3% for 
album consumption.

http://www.insideradio.com/resources/format_counts/


Music Sales Aren't What They Used to Be

The top selling album of 2017 was Reputation by 
Taylor Swift, which sold 1.9 million albums. In recent 
years, Billboard has shifted its focus to music streams as a 
way of inflating music industry stats. But when you add in 
music streams, in which 1,500 streams are equivalent to 
one album sale, Ed Sheeran's Divide was the top album of 
the year with 2.7 million units. The steady decline of album 
sales for both physical and digital configurations is 
marking a new era of how people consume music online, 
particularly on their smartphones. In the 1990s the high 
mark of album sales was in the range of 10-15 million 
units.

Rock actually came out on top in 2017 if you just 
look at album sales and ignore streaming. Total album 
sales for rock was 41.2% of the retail market, while R&B/
hip hop was number 2 at 15.5%. Rock, which led in 
physical sales by a wide margin, even led in digital album 
sales with 36.3% market share, while number 2 R&B/hip 
hop had a 21% share. Even in digital song sales, rock 
edged R&B/hip hop 24.2% to 23.6%. None of the other 
genres, including pop, came close to these top 2 
genres in sales. So to be clear, R&B/hop hop is the top 
streaming genre, whereas rock is still the best selling 
genre in terms of both physical and digital sales. Country 
came in number 3 for total album sales at 11.4%, followed 
by pop at 10.6% and then Christian/gospel music at 4.8%. 



        

           Dance vs. Listening Music

One of the deep nuances of the music scene is 
that you can't always judge a song's popularity or 
likeability by a public crowd response. Music played in 
bars - live or recorded - tends to lean toward getting a 
crowd to dance or react, which creates a scene of 



excitement. Not all music, however, serves that purpose. A 
song can have a deep message and appeal to a wide 
audience even if it wasn't meant for the dance floor. Pink 
Floyd, for example, is one of the best selling bands of all 
time, based on their innovative melodies, lyrics and 
production, as well as high quality musicianship.

An irony to the bar scene, which is typically the 
launching pad for local bands, is that it's usually not 
the place to showcase meaningful lyrics. Many times 
a local sound engineer has the mix set so that 
drums are the loudest instrument. Vocalists are challenged 
to embellish lyrics in favor of whatever it takes to create a 
crowd-responsive atmosphere. More seasoned engineers 
understand that emphasis should usually be on the singer.

Part of music appreciation involves the 
acknowledgement of the difficult learning curve it takes to 
perform sophisticated music. Musicians dedicated to 
classical or jazz music face much tougher challenges and 
are often held to higher standards. Another way music can 
be appreciated is through melodic lyrics that tell stories or 
paint picturesque imagery.



  

Evaluating Music Objectively

It's hard to find objective music reviews, even 
from the most authoritative music publications such as 
Rolling Stone. Almost all music reviews fall into two 
categories: positive PR or negative critique. The reviews 
that paint albums as the greatest recordings ever made 
are sometimes paid for by the artist or their management 
team. They might also be honest opinions, but the main 
purpose of a review in a conventional magazine or on a 
web page is to fill space between ads, which are often 
designed to be noticed by people in a positive frame of 
mind. 



Not all websites, however, have commercial 
goals, whereas print publications, which are expensive to 
produce, usually must rely on advertisers. Good response 
to ads is what keeps magazines in business. Negative 
reviews do attract attention, but they can instantly turn off 
fans who view them as attacks on their heroes. The safest 
negative review is for an unknown artist or new album, 
since it does not contrast with pre-existing perceptions. 

Most music fans do not have the vocabulary to 
articulate about music theory. But every music fan does 
know for sure what they like or dislike about a song, album 
or artist. Reviews written by fans are often based strictly 
on emotion with simple explanations why they like the 
song, as in "because it's great" or "it has a good beat." 
Since most music fans are not musicians, it's unlikely they 
will comment on the arrangement or the musicianship. 

Musicianship can be measured as "advanced," 
"intermediate" or "beginner." The last thing an intermediate 
musician wants is to find out their music teacher is a 
beginner. Many musicians remain in the beginner realm 
their entire lives if they do not develop beyond basic skills. 
Advanced musicians definitely stand out from the crowd 
and usually aren't confused with those who "fake" it, at 
least among music experts. Most musicians, even in the 
pop world, do not make it to the advanced level which 
involves sophisticated techniques that take time to learn.



    Part 5: Earning Money from Music

             



Radio seems like an old world technology in the 
21st century. But it's still the primary medium for exposing 
the masses to new music, at least in 2018. One of the 
main sources of income for well known artists is radio. 
Every AM or FM station in America that plays music, as 
well as satellite and internet stations, must pay licensing 
fees to performance rights organizations such as ASCAP, 
BMI and SESAC. The reason the radio station must pay 
this annual fee of thousands of dollars is that music 
stations build audiences from songs made popular due to 
airplay. Although it often takes radio to expose new music, 
once it becomes established it has financial power for 
attracting listeners to stations, which then sell ratings data 
to advertisers. 

Traditionally radio has only had to pay for the 
song publishing (lyrics and melody), known as a 
"mechanical license" in which royalties are split by 
songwriters and publishers. Radio has not had to pay 
"performance" royalties for sound recordings (audio 
recordings of the songs), which are typically owned by 
record labels, with royalties split between labels, artists 
and their managers. A bill currently debated in Congress, 
known as the Music Modernization Act, seeks to change 
the law so that radio stations are required to pay a 
performance as well as mechanical royalty. The bipartisan 
bill, which is widely supported by the music industry and 
artists, would also raise income levels for artists and 
labels. 



              

Even though radio listening has dropped 
significantly since the 90s, airplay can still be beneficial, 
especially to local artists. The average major market music 
station reaches from 100,000 listeners per week to a 



million. At any given moment in prime time there are 
thousands of listeners. But that doesn't necessarily mean 
they are paying attention. That's why it takes quite a bit of 
repetition either for a song or commercial to become 
familiar. Since radio advertising is typically too expensive 
for the average local band, it's rare that you would hear a 
radio spot promoting a local act, unless a venue owner or 
concert promoter paid for the ad. 

One way of beating the high cost of radio 
advertsing is for a band to enter a "co-op" agreement with 
another sponsor. It could be a music store, another band 
or anything relevant to the fanbase. The way to get free 
on-air announcements is to tie a show in with a public 
service event, such as a charity. Local media, especially 
television news programs, like to cover nonprofit 
fundraising events or causes because it shows they're in 
touch with their community. Getting to know local media 
figures, particularly reporters who review shows, is 
advantageous for any type of artist. 

How Much Artists Earn from Streaming Platforms

Here are the fractions of a cent that the most 
popular streaming services pay to labels, who then pay 
artists, as reported by The Trichordist. Keep in mind that 
major label artists commonly only earn about 12% of the 
revenue generated. Microsoft announced in late 2017 it 
was exiting the streaming market, although its Groove 

https://thetrichordist.com/2018/01/15/2017-streaming-price-bible-spotify-per-stream-rates-drop-9-apple-music-gains-marketshare-of-both-plays-and-overall-revenue/


Music service had the highest payouts of any streaming 
service, but had a low market share of .65. Groove was a 
software-based music player formerly called Xbox Music 
and before that it was Zune Music. Its subscription-based 
music streaming service was called Groove Music Pass. 
In 2011 the original Napster was acquired by Rhapsody, 
which in 2016 dropped its Rhapsody branding in favor of 
Napster. Both Xbox/Groove and Rhapsody/Napster have 
low market shares but have given the highest payouts. 

  Streaming Service   Payout Mkt Share
Xbox Music/Groove   .02730     1.75
Rhapsody/Napster   .01682       .65
Tidal   .01284     1.76
Apple Music   .00783   22.29
Amazon   .00740     3.80
Deezer   .00624     3.24
Google Play   .00611     4.0
Spotify   .00397    51.51
Pandora Radio   .00134     7.86
YouTube   .00074     1.70

To put streaming income into perspective, 1,000 streams 
pays $3.97 on Spotify, while 1,000,000 streams pays 
$3,970. In 2018 the #1 track on the Billboard Hot 100 
typically generated around 25 million streams, which 
would pay $99,250 for the week. Due to variable rates, it's 
possible for the top track to earn substantially more. 



As an example, for the week ending August 23, 2018, the 
track "Fefe" by 6IX9INE featuring Nicki Minaj was #1 on 
the song revenue chart for Hits Daily Double. It generated 
16,000 sales for revenue of $14,560 and 24,730,000 
streams for revenue of $170,184 for the week. At #50 was 
"Butterfly Effect" by Travis Scott, which sold 1,000 units for 
$910 and generated 6,767,000 streams for revenue of 
$48,419.

Other Sources of Music Career 
Income and Fundraising

Live shows at local venues and private events 
CDs and digital downloads
Music streaming services
T-Shirts and other Merch
Teaching musical instrument or vocal lessons
Night club or mobile DJ 
Music critic or reviewer
Web design
Computer programming for other musicians
Sound engineer or producer 
Karoake or open mic host
Perform at street fairs and corners with a tip jar
Jingles and broadcast commercial voice work
Movie, TV and video Licensing
Prizes from music competitions
Entrepreneurship (fashion lines, perfume)
Music publicist



Sell ringtones and production elements
Kickstarter and other crowdfunding platforms
YouTube and Google Adsense ad revenue
Blogging funded by ads and affiliate partners
Instant concert recordings

 

      

   



     
Part 6: Who Controls the Music?

    

 



   What the Big 3 Companies Decide

In the big picture, three major labels control two 
thirds of all music sales, while indie labels and self-
released projects make up the remaining 29.9%. Universal 
Music Group is the largest of the three major labels, 
owned by the French conglomerate Vivendi. UMG's 
market share was 29.8 in 2017, followed by Sony Music 
Entertainment at 22.3 and Warner Music Group at 18.1, 
according to the Citi report.  

Universal Music Group announced in February 
2018 that its revenue reached $6.8 billion in 2017, which 
was a 10% increase from the previous year. Sony Music 
reported in April that its annual revenue for its 2017-2018 
fiscal year ending March 31 was $4.03 billion, a 12% 
increase from the previous year. Warner Music Group 
reported at the end of 2017 that its annual revenue of $3.6 
billion was up 10.2% from 2016. May that it would acquire 
a 60% stake in EMI Music Publishing, while Universal 
announced its music division is up for sale. 

Radio, like the music industry, is deep in dept 
from big mergers that lost value. So radio has become 
even tighter in its programming as a way to attract the 
largest available audiences. The radio industry earned $16 
billion in ad revenue in 2017. The top advertiser on music-
based stations was McDonald's, which spent $46 million, 



according to Nielsen. Other top national radio advertisers 
of the year were Mattress Firm, Comcast Xfinity, Home 
Depot and T-Mobile. The leading radio company is still 
iHeart Media, which entered bankruptcy in 2018. The radio 
division reported revenue of $744 million in the first 
quarter. 

The forces of Wall Street have a profound effect 
on the music and media industries, since they are big 
investors in modern platforms as well as traditional 
networks and publications that define mass media. Soros 
Fund Management, headed by billionaire George Soros, 
made huge investments in the music space during the 
second quarter of 2018. The hedge fund bought 728,700 
shares of Spotify, as well as reported by Busness Insider 
on August 14, 2018. 

It's widely known that record labels take bigger 
shares of music revenue than the artists who create the 
music. The Citi Music Report 2018 found that artists only 
received 12% of music revenue earned in 2017, equating 
to $5.1 billion. Most of that money came from live shows. 
But that share for artists has actually rised from 7% in 
2000. 



       Promotion is the Key to Mass Exposure
 

The single most important factor as to which 
songs end up on the radio or other media is usually 
promotion. As much as we want to believe song popularity 
is based on song quality, it's really not the case. The best 
song on earth will be admired by no one if there's no way 
they can hear it. That means a song must pass through 
gatekeeper channels before it even has a chance to be 
judged by the public. Usually the songs at the top of the 
charts happen because of mass exposure through radio 
and other media. 

The game of exposure really starts with record 
label promotional representives contacting radio program 
directors to pitch them on specific songs, all of which must 
be regarded as commercial products. It's very rare, for 
example, that a radio station would ever consider adding a 
song in regular rotation that wasn't available as a 
commercial release, other than many stations get 
advanced copies of songs prior to consumer release 
dates. Rarities are usually limited to specialty shows or 
album-based stations. 

Independent record promoters can be hired by 
any musician or manager to call radio stations and pitch 
songs. The problem is that radio programmers tend to 
follow a "herd mentality" and are very strict about only 
adding songs that are happening elsewhere. Very few 



records are broken organically anymore. In other words, it 
usually takes an orchestrated paid promotional effort to get 
a record on the air, whether it's from a major or indie label. 
The average promotional budget for a major label 
release is between $1-2 million. Usually big stations prefer 
to be followers since they're concerned about maintaining 
the most listeners at any given time. New music 
represents risk, whereas familiar music can at least be 
backed up by stats. 

Most songs take awhile to generate an audience 
response. The average amount it takes to gauge the 
success of a new single is about 4-8 weeks. Top 40 
stations usually have the highest rotations, even for new 
music. While the top songs may get over 100 spins per 
week, new songs might only get 30 spins per week until 
demand pushes the song into a higher rotation. For rock 
and alternative stations, rotations don't turn over as 
quickly. 

                The Rise of Spotify

After iTunes became the dominant music retailer 
in 2005 and the iPhone replaced the iPod as a mobile 
music device starting a few years later, music streaming 
services signaled the next wave of digital music 
distribution. While iTunes offered digital downloads of 
songs for a buck, streaming services began to offer 



libaries of millions of songs for about $10 per month. 
Initially, the big 3 labels invested millions of dollars in 
Spotify prior to its IPO in April 2018. The IPO was 
successful and the subsequent stock price rose to higher 
levels, despite the fact the company had never turned a 
profit. Following the IPO, the big three companies sold 
their shares, although the stock continued to climb higher. 

Aside from Billboard placing increasing emphasis 
on streaming rather than physical sales, Spotify's impact 
on the music industry has been noticeable and 
controversial. The site has curators who feature indie 
songs on their playlists, which can bring an unknown 
artists thousands of dollars in revenue quickly. 

Getting Played in Public Places

There are many public places where recorded 
music can be heard, but most of these places are not 
open to playing local music. Almost all night clubs, record 
stores, restaurants, hotels, skating rinks, pool halls, 
bowling alleys and theme parks rely on national popular 
music for either foreground or background. Many venues, 
as a cost-cutting measure, have replaced live DJs and 
music talent with automated music services through the 
internet or equipment from a provider. It's still 
possible, however, for local artists to get exposure for their 
recordings at local establishments, but it usually requires 
developing a relationship with owners or managers.



One of the ways to penetrate the iron curtain that 
separates unsigned acts from public exposure is to write 
music that's relevant to the community or the businesses 
where an artist seeks exposure. Offering to write a theme 
song for a venue or brand could open other doors, once 
word gets around. Local musicians can be the answer to 
establishments who want backgound music but don't want 
to pay the high cost of annual licensing fees that are 
required for playing major label music.  
            

     



How Copyright Law Controls Music

The government might not control which music 
makes the charts, but it does set the framework for how 
songs are written and the licensing that surrounds 
their usage. A songwriter is allowed to "lift" melodic 
patterns from other songs in a very limited way. Too much 
duplication can lead to copyright infringment lawsuits. 
Borrowing a few notes from a popular hook isn't 
considered stealing unless it's a blantant exploitation. 
Usually lyrics and melody are what define a song's 
identity, but the case a few years ago involving "Blurred 
Lines" by Robin Thicke copying Marvin Gaye's hit "Got To 
Give It Up" involved using the same production elements. 
So it really comes down to the popularity of the original 
song and how recognizable the musical elements are. 

Any artist can cover any song that's already been 
commercially released as long as they notify the copyright 
owner, which is usually a publishing company or a 
songwriter. In other words, the owners must still be paid, 
which is handled through licensing agreements. Acts 
seeking to cover popular songs in recordings should 
contact the Harry Fox Agency. 

Doing live covers at shows, however, does not 
require notifying anyone, since the venue typically handles 
payments to PROs. Adding samples from popular songs is 
also forbidden, unless you get permission from the owners 



of the sound recording. This same priniciple applies to 
using movie and television clips. 

Basically, if you didn't create it, you most likely 
need permission to use it. Copyright law also dictates how 
music can be consumed and resold. If you buy a physical 
CD, for example, you have a right to sell it to someone 
else, but you don't have the right to sell multiple digital 
copies. That means you can't just start a business that 
sells compilation CDs of various hits without permission 
from the copyright owners. You also don't have a right to 
start your own internet radio station that plays all 
major label music without paying licensing fees. Mobile 
DJs are allowed to play music at private events without 
paying royalties, but that's one of the few exceptions 
where you can profit off commercial music without paying 
others. 

The history of copyright law is that it's mostly 
been vague and confusing, even to songwriters. It wasn't 
until 1976 that copyright law became somewhat clear. 
Then the Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA) of 1998 
issued new rules for the digital age, due to the internet. 
The law had a profound effect on electronics 
manufacturers and tech platforms. It's the reason Napster 
was taken down in 2000 because of illegal file swapping. 
The solution to rampant online piracy was the debut of the 
iTunes Music Store in 2003, which presented the first 
popular legal music downloading service. 



Original Show Theme Music

If you host a show on the radio or the internet, 
you need permission to use a popular song as your theme 
music. Failing to get permission can lead to legal trouble. 
It's easier and more beneficial to the local music scene to 
hire an artist to create original theme music, unless you're 
a musician and create your own. Unsigned acts are easier 
to negotiate with on licensing since they don't yet 
command high fees. They typically waive all royalties to 



establish an identity. Using original music will also 
make your brand more unique. 

         Why the Producer Matters

The true answer to riddle of who controls music, 
as far as the finished product goes, really comes down to 
the producer. In the digital era, quality recording 
equipment is now available to the masses, leading to 
exponentially more people than ever before learning how 
to produce music. But are home recordings good enough 
to sell commercially? If the music is meant for big media 
then it usually still requires a seasoned producer who has 
an ear for strong musical performance, smooth mixing and 
refined mastering. Sometimes a demo that sounds great 
through high-end studio speakers ends up 
sounding weak, muddy or hollow on other speakers if the 
mastering doesn't emphasize the right frequencies. 

But even if you record at a high-end studio that 
charges $50-200 per hour, it's still possible for the finished 
master to sound like it doesn't fit between two big radio 
hits. Over the past decade many pop producers have 
been accused of overproduction, such as running levels 
too high to the point of crunching, creating an even more 
unnatural sound. The best producers that gain the 
most professional praise tend to be the ones that let the 
music, not so much studio tricks, define the recording. 



             

Part 7: Technology's Effects on Music



Technology has played a major role in shaping the 
sound of music since the beginning of the recording age in 
the late nineteenth century. Even so, R&B legend Aretha 
Franklin, known as "The Queen of Soul," who died August 
16, 2018, dismissed autotune as "ridiculous" in a 
November 10, 2014 Wall Street Journal video interview. 

               
   



Digital technology has changed the music 
industry in many radical ways. To some degree it has left 
physical record collectors in the cold, since they can't 
resell downloads at a higher price. But collectors can still 
invest in physical formats such as vinyl and CDs. Usually 
rarity and condition are the two main factors that 
determine the value of an antique or collectible. These two 
factors were eliminated by digital music. But is it still 
possible to create a playing field for collectors and 
investors in the digital space? That's an idea for techies to 
ponder, if they want to create new opportunities for 
musical enterprenuers. 

Long before electronic instruments came on the 
scene, acoustic instruments were and still are considered 
technological developments. Music itself is associated with 
math and science, which is the basis of all technology, 
along with human creativity. 

                      



  Protecting Your Ears

One of the most important issues that is often 
overlooked concerning music technology is that listening
to headphones or speakers at loud volume can damage 
your hearing. It may take years before one notices the 
ringing in their ears and loss of certain frequencies, but 



according to the Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC), loud noise can lead to permanent 
hearing loss. One way to protect your hearing is to wear 
ear plugs that reduce the sound. The most damage can 
come to individuals who are frequently exposed to loud 
noise, whether it's music or a fire engine siren. 

Imagine dedicating your life to music only to 
eventually lose your hearing. Nobody wants that to 
happen, but since nobody usually reminds them of the 
risks involved with loud music, it's not a top of mind 
concern. But as a musician or music lover you should 
appreciate the gift of hearing and make it a point to protect 
your ears as long as possible, so that you can enjoy music 
your entire life. Keep in mind that hearing loss is the third 
most common chronic health problem in America, 
according to the CDC. Noise-related hearing loss affects 
about 40 million individuals between the ages of 20 to 69.

The Science of Sound

Music is as much a science as it is an art. Many 
musicians choose to ignore the mathematical aspects so 
they can focus on the soul and emotion in melodies and 
rhythms. But if you want an edge in knowledge over the 
musicians who put in minimal learning effort, it's 

https://www.cdc.gov/features/hearing-damage/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/features/hearing-damage/index.html


advantageous to learn as much as you can about both the 
logical and creative aspects of music. Developing curiosity 
about musical intervals helps speed up the learning curve.

Sound pressure is measured in decibels (dB). A 
soft voice registers at about 30 dB, which is about half the 
level of a regular conversation. The decibel scale goes 
lower than zero, but the average human has a hard time 
hearing sounds below 0 dB. People with excellent hearing 
can hear as low as -15 dB. Damage to ears occurs at the 
higher end. The point in which hearing is at risk is constant 
exposure around 85 dB, which is slightly lower than a 
motorcycle engine. Rock bands often play at a level of 110 
dB. Noise at 120 dB starts to become a serious threat to 
hearing. That's why listening too much in headphones is 
dangerous, as it can be over 100 dB. 

As inventor Nikola Tesla once said, the three 
most important components to understanding the universe
are energy, frequency and vibration. Music is a 
combination of all three of these forces in nature. When 
you pluck a piano or guitar string, you are causing energy 
that moves soundwaves. The number of times the string 
vibrates per minute is called frequency, which is measured 
in Hertz (Hz). The average human can typically hear 
between 20 Hz and 20,000 Hz. A frequency of 1,000 Hz is 
equivalent to 1 kiloHertz (kHz). The lowest note on an 88-
key piano is 27.5 Hz, while the highest note is 4.2 kHz. 
The 40th note on a piano is famously called "middle C," 



which has a frequency of 262.6 Hz.

It's not really necessary for a musician to 
memorize every frequency of every piano key, although it's 
important to learn the name of every note. Learning this 
information simply provides a good understanding for 
communicating with a collaborator, producer, arranger, 
sound engineer or producer. But as long as you know the 
differences between low-end, midrange and high-end you 
can still communicate effectively with the more scientific 
people you encounter. 

  

          



    Musical Instruments of the Future



People can only speculate on the music of the future, but it 
seems sensible that acoustic and electronic instruments 
will continue to merge in some way. The guitar, as 
mentioned earlier, isn't dead just because it has fallen off 
the singles charts, which rarely paints the full story of who 
the most successful artists are. The guitar still shows up 
big on the album charts and still sells millions of pop, rock, 
country, jazz and blues albums.

The biggest advantages of acoustic instruments 
are that they are portable and don't require electric power. 
Once solar energy, which continues to be a rapidly 
developing industry, becomes more omniprescent it's 
possible it will merge with portable acoustic instruments to 
provide electric or electronic options. This original 
illustration of the electric guitar/synthesizer hybrid is called 
the "Transmixer," which from several online searches, 
does not appear to exist at the moment. Whoever 
develops this idea into a feasible marketing plan may 
enjoy enormous success. The same is true for whoever 
develops the first "solar electric guitar" or "solar electronic 
keyboard."

  



Part 8: Fan Development

  



Longevity is something few live and recording 
acts achieve, but there are still examples, such as The 
Cure celebrating its 40th anniversary at a Hyde Park, New 
York show in July 2018. It's amazing that the band has 
only had one top ten hit on the Billboard Hot 100 after all 
these years, yet has sold over 25 million albums. 
Sometimes music that's not intended for the mainstream 
goes further than pop. In fact, that's the type of artist that 
commands the most respect among fans and gets the 
most positive praise from critics. 

  Depeche Mode, formed in 1977, is another 
example of an alternative act that's only had one top ten 
hit, yet has sold over 100 million albums worldwide. In 
2017 they were one of the top touring acts, even though 
the singles from their album Spirit failed to get substantial 
radio airplay. The point to their longevity hasn't been about 
cranking out hits, nor has it been about trying to fit in with 
what's hot. They've been one of the most successful acts 
because they've remained true to their core fans. 

  The best fans any artist can hope for are the 
ones who stay loyal for years. That's why it makes no 
sense to try to keep imitating the latest trends for fear of 
getting accused of being "out of date." If you constantly 
aim for fitting in with the latest trends, it doesn't give you 
much of a chance to grow with a core audience. That's 
partly why so many artists come and go and so few last for 



decades. The focus for musicians, like with most 
businesses, should be to develop a familiar brand that 
connects with a like-minded audience. If your music has 
no core and it just hops from trend to trend or stays stuck 
in a trend, it doesn't give you a chance to develop a 
unique identity. 

   Uniqueness and originality are core values in 
the internet age, especially when it comes to getting 
indexed by Google. Search engine optimization (SEO) has 
become an important field for webmasters, but it's more 
about textual content than technology or graphics. The 
best way to get high search rankings in Google is to start 
an interactive blog that showcases your expertise. Google 
rewards sites with deep content and penalizes those with 
a limited number of pages based on fluff. Despite 
contributing to data distortion with its analytics and 
algorithims that always seem to need more tweaking, 
Google frowns upon any attempt to manipulate search 
results.

         Tapping Into Social Causes

   One of the reasons why The Beatles were the 
most successful music act in history is because they 
contributed more to society than just music. Part of their 
package was a cultural philosophy that embraced the 
concept of world peace. They also embedded picturesque 
visions, characters and imagery in their lyrics. By speaking 



out on social issues, they were able to make the news 
more often, gaining valuable media exposure. Pop music 
of the 21st century, by comparison, has been much more 
rooted in commerce, formulas and corporatism and hasn't 
enjoyed the degree of activism that once made it bigger 
than just a commercial art form. 

     At the same time, the new century is full of 
social causes that would be ideal for local bands to 
pursue. Artists don't necessarily have to write songs about 
social issues, but it helps solidify an image of integrity and 
concern for people than just getting rich off of a market. 
Solar is a booming industry, despite lack of media 
coverage, perhaps because big media is    
predominantly owned by big investors connected with oil. 
Green energy the perfect industry to promote if you're 
powering your sound system with solar for an 
environmental awareness festival. 

   Music can make solar a more popular concept 
if musicians embraced it more. It could also be the answer 
to playing in parks or on beaches where there are no 
electrical outlets. An event that's helping set the stage for 
solar festivals is the Sunstock Solar Festival in Los 
Angeles, which attracted 2,500 people in 2017. The 
nonprofit festival, which is 100% powered by the    
sun, announced its third annual show in 2018 for October 
20 at Gramercy Place and Hollywood Boulevard. The free 
all ages show featuring music, art, food and discussions 



promotes clean energy and sustainability. Event partners 
include Greenpeace, Sierra Club and other environmental 
groups. The show was concieved by the rock band 
Trapdoor Social, which produces solar-powered shows 
around the country. 

   Organic food is another social revolution that's 
booming this century, yet again without much media 
coverage. In the late 90s the industry earned $3 billion in 
revenue per year, but in 2017 the figure had mushroomed 
to over $40 billion. Compare that with the recording 
industry, which went from $15 billion to $7 billion in the 
same period, or the radio industry, which slumped from 
$20 billion to $16 billion. 



  Embracing organic food gives artists the 
opportunity to perform at local farmers' markets. Acoustic 
music goes well with organic food. 

               Mixing Art with Music

    One of the ideas that musicians can borrow 
from the marketing industry is to create "target audience 
personas." By drawing pictures of your ideal fans, or 
creating a montage of photographs, you can always have 
an instant reminder about who you're trying to entertain. If 
you enjoy art - whether it's handcrafted or digital - you 
should use it to your advantage, which may even involve 
designing album covers or logos.             

           



          Consequences of Fake Popularity 

      The idea of trying to use fake fans, such as 
creating fake accounts on Facebook, can come back to 
haunt artists who think they can cut corners on promotion. 
Buying "likes" is frowned upon by professionals who want 
to know your real story. Although the internet creates 
plenty of opportunities to fabricate popularity, it's best to 
keep it real, because the music world is already too 
crowded.  

   There have been many instances in history in 
which crowd actors were hired to drive perceptions of 
popularity. The "hire a crowd" industry gained notoriety in 
the 2016 election when candidates were exposed as 
hiring supporters. Some of the companies in this industry 
are Crowds on Demand, Crowds for Rent and the 
company Trump hired called Extra Mile Casting during the 
election, according to The Atlantic. One of the biggest
drawbacks to investing in artificial popularity, however, is 
that it can shatter credibility when the public finds out. 

   In the digital era there are multiple ways to fake 
popularity. One of the easiest ways has been to buy fake 
"views" and "likes" from companies that sell them, 
anywhere from $1 to $10 per fake stat. In some cases 
people can buy "real views" from these type of firms, but 
it's still fake in the sense that it comes from humans who 



are paid to click, not watch YouTube videos. The New York 
Times published an investigative report on August 11, 
2018 called "The Flourishing Business of Fake YouTube 
Views." It was a followup to a January 27, 2018 article 
called "The Follower Factory," which was about fake 
popularity on Twitter.

   The Times conducted an investigative 
experiment to find out how easy it was to buy fake 
YouTube views, even though such a practice violates 
YouTube's terms of service. The investigation found that 
sites that sell fake stats have appeared in Google search 
ads. According to the article, a company called Devumi 
earned over $1.2 million from 2014 to 2017 selling 196 
mllion YouTube views. The report went on to give 
examples of people who had gamed the system and 
gained high rankings in Google search results for YouTube 
videos in which substantial fake views were purchased. In 
January 2018 the New York Attorney General announced 
it was investigating Devumi since it allowed for over 
55,000 fake accounts to impersonate names, pictures and 
other data found on Twitter. Attorney General Eric 
Schneiderman remarked that "impersonation and 
deception are illegal" in New York. 

   There are also sites that sell fake Spotify 
streams. Music Business Worldwide published a report 
that exposed a million dollar streaming scheme on 
February 22, 2018 called "A Bulgarian scheme scammed 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/08/11/technology/youtube-fake-view-sellers.html
https://qz.com/1212330/a-bulgarian-scheme-scammed-spotify-for-1-million-without-breaking-a-single-law/


Spotify for $1 million - without breaking any laws." It 
explained how someone or a group from Bulgaria earned 
royalties from Spotify for four months by creating playlists 
with hundreds of :30 second tracks. A half minute is the 
bare minimum time requirement for Spotify to count the 
track toward monetization. 

    The report suggested that the scheme involved 
setting up 1,200 Spotify accounts that each played the 467 
tracks over and over. Each account cost $9.99, so the 
expense would have been $12,000 per month. But the 
payoff from royalties at .004 cents per track multiplied by 
72 million plays resulted in revenue of $288,000 from just 
one playlist alone. 

   How Popular Bloggers Help Promote Music

   The popularity of the web led to a new industry 
called blogging, which is essentially writing about 
expertise with personality and a unique perspective. The 
more it fits that criteria rather than random fluff, the more 
likely Google will recognize the content as authoritative 
and give it high search rankings. Blogs that just repeat 
what many other bloggers are saying with no unique or 
original content are considered spam and penalized by 
search engines. Getting high search rankings is the key to 
building online traffic. Many sites get most of their traffic 
specifically from Google. Playlist Research, for example, 
gets 54% of its traffic from search engines, according to 



Alexa in August 2018. The site has been around
for over a decade and has routinely ranked in the US top 
200,000 sites on Alexa. It gets thousands of visitors per 
week. 

   Within the top 200,000 sites are several music 
blogs that are even more popular. The more you can 
interact with popular music blogs, the more familiar you 
will become to thought leaders, who might want to review 
your music. 

  Social media has fueled the blog revolution, but 
mostly for bloggers who follow SEO guidelines, do plenty 
of cross-promotion  with other popular bloggers, offer a 
variety of multimedia content and allow for reader 
comments. 

  Blogs may include charts, photos, videos, 
podcasts and whatever else can be displayed or linked 
online. Here are the most popular music blogs in 2018, 
based on research using various lists published by 
authoritative music sites:

                 



compiled by Playlist Research



   Additonally, there are several major music and 
news publications that incorporate music blogs with their 
sites, such as NPR, NME, Reddit and All Music. It's best 
not to hound popular music bloggers, since they are 
flooded with messages from musicians trying to get 
noticed.

                 The more effective strategy is to try to develop 
a relationship over time with thought leaders through their 
blogs and social media pages. Offering public comments 
on a frequent basis is a good way to become familiar to 
the influential expert who commands a large following. 
Sending private messages should be reserved for special 
comments, whereas too many private messages begins to 
look like spam if the blogger isn't responding.

Building an Authentic Fanbase

  There are countless videos on YouTube to 
watch under the keywords "music industry." While there 
are very helpful videos hosted by music professionals, 
keep in mind what their agenda is. Music pros do scout for 
new talent if they think it has commercial potential. At the 
same time, many of them make their money by targeting 
musicians who are unaware of how the industry works. 
They may explain the mechanics of the industry 
accurately, but more often than not, it's generic knowlege 
that can be found in many places. One of the reasons to 
sign with a record label is that they handle the business 
aspects, particularly promotion. Yes, it's possible to sell 



music without a label deal, but it forces the artist to work 
harder at business, which can be extremely time-
consuming. 

         One of the keys to successfully promoting 
anything to a target audience, is to develop an email list of 
recipients who approve of you sending them regular 
emails. Without permission, you may be violating spam 
regulations set up by the Federal Trade Commission, 
which can lead to thousands of dollars in penalties. That's 
why it's smart to keep your email list updated and avoid 
buying from lists. Your email list should consist of 
individuals who have a genuine interest in your products. 
From there you can use a free email marketing service, 
such as MailChimp, which allows you to organize your lists 
and send out mass emails. 

  Social media has been one of the most 
important vehicles for reaching fans. Facebook, YouTube, 
Twitter, Instagram and several other social networks give 
musicians opportunities to build valuable fanbase 
networks for free. One reason that it's advantageous for 
an artist to have a social media profile is that 31% of 2,000 
Americans surveyed by Edison Research for its 2017 
consumer report follow companies or brands on social 
media. The report also revealed that 39% of respondents 
listened to audio on a smartphone. That means potential 
audiences are everywhere.

  

http://www.edisonresearch.com/the-podcast-consumer-2017/
http://www.edisonresearch.com/the-podcast-consumer-2017/


The Path to Musical Innovation

  Any musician can learn to fit in with current or 
classic music trends. But it's the innovative songwriters 
and artists that have the most longevity. Those artists who 
brought something unique to the party have been the ones 
to garner the most commercial success or legendary 
status, whether it was the Beatles constantly crafting 
picturesque storyteller songs, Jimi Hendrix experimenting 
with guitar effects, Bob Marley setting the tone for the 
reggae revolution, Kraftwerk paving the way for electronic 
music or DJ Kool Herc pioneering early conscious hip hop 
music.

  If you've ever heard the now old saying "every 
idea in music has already been taken," that's just an alibi 
for frustrated failed artists who have run out of ideas and 
corporate formula imitators who use it as an excuse to 
create music that resembles proven hits of the past. Don't 
be fooled by drop outs or the shallow marketers. There 
was no artist of the 1950s, for example, that sounded like 
Jimi Hendrix, because guitar effects boxes had not been 
invented yet and rock and roll wasn't yet dynamic enough 
to expand in multiple artistic directions. Just like there was 
no Chuck Berry of the roaring 20s partly because the 
electric guitar had not been invented yet. 

   Technology is only one variable that allows for 
unlimited possibilities in new musical creativity. Most 



popular music relies on certain traditional elements, which 
can be merged with creative musical ideas. That was part 
of the secret to the success of the Beatles, who never 
stayed stuck on one trend. Every album was different. You 
would think that everyone in music would have learned 
this fact, yet the music industry has generally moved in the 
opposite direction since the big corporate label mergers of 
the late 90s, as most artists have stayed locked in a 
specific genre for marketing purposes. 

   Just because not many new musical styles 
have emerged the past few decades, doesn't mean there 
can't be. Remember that almost all popular music these 
days is the result of a music industry system that filters out 
music that doesn't fit into proven marketing strategies. 
That doesn't mean that what the labels pass on lacks 
commercial value. Over thirty labels passed on the 
Beatles before they were signed to EMI. Even though it's 
unlikely any band will surpass their level of success (the 
only recording act currently listed in the Guinness Book of 
Worlds Records as selling over a billion units), it doesn't 
hurt to learn from how they outsold everyone in history.
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