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How do the existing structures of the music industry impact the general wellbeing of a female singer-songwriter?


Portfolio

Introduction and Rationale:  
I am an independent singing teacher based in Nashville, Tennessee.  I had been in private practice for almost twenty years in the Boston, Massachusetts area, and earlier in 2025, I moved my studio permanently to Tennessee after some extremely difficult major life changes.  This move allowed me to follow several students who trained with me in Massachusetts and who now find themselves living in Nashville and navigating the Music Industry here with varying degrees of success.  I believed that this relocation would give me more exposure in the Nashville market to work with a higher percentage of pre-professional and professional singers, which is where I believe I can give clients the most value because of my own songwriting history.  But, in the short time I have been here, I have become increasingly concerned with certain trends and structures in the music industry, and what these trends and structures could potentially mean for my female clients and their well-being.  

Aspiring to and working toward a professional career in music is increasingly difficult for anyone for a variety of factors.  The early career and/or independent artists of today are expected to not only write and record their own music, but they are now also required to assume multiple responsibilities including continuous marketing of their music and content supporting their personal brands across social media sites such as TikTok, Instagram, Facebook and YouTube - an extremely time-consuming pursuit – alongside the self-management of touring and performing, creating and selling merchandise, designing promotional materials, and managing their public relations (Thomson, 2013; Schwetter, 2016; Eiriz and Leite 2017; Evans & Morrow, 2020).  If the artist is not signed to a record company, they will largely perform this work by themselves while laboring in part time jobs to bring in income (Thomson, 2013).
“Speaking on the challenges of this new reality, an independent artist (choosing to remain anonymous) shared: Independent artists are compared, often to signed artists, but in order to compete on a fast-moving global stage, the artist has to become media manager, publicist, graphic designer/art director, administrator/accountant, booker/plugger/promoter, marketing director, playlist coordinator, Spotify manager, etc. etc. etc. I estimate if I spent a week just doing “band stuff” and cut out family/friends, and all my other work commitments, less than 5% of that week would go on actual creative art, songwriting, practice etc. The rest is on promo, gig bookings, management, and all the other extraneous [stuff] that 20 years ago, we’d have a legion of label people to do for us. Now, indie artists have to do all that stuff because it is expected – if you don’t, you fall behind the curve of signed artists and the other artists who either DO do it, or have the money or people behind them to help them do it”” 
    ----(Vandergast, 2023 cited in Wares et al., 2023).

According to The International Federation of the Phonographic Industry, it is assessed that “major record companies have only 7,500 signed artists on their roster globally” (IFPI, 2019, cited in Murphy, 2020).  If we contrast this number of ‘7,500 artists signed to a major label’ with Music Business Worldwide’s reporting that music streaming platforms are receiving roughly 100,000 new tracks a day, up from 60,000 tracks per day in 2021 (Ingham, 2022), we can deduce just how difficult it is to become signed with a major label record company -- the holy grail solution for an artist to have an upfront investment in dedicated marketing, touring, and management team to alleviate them of some of these same entrepreneurial responsibilities, as well as the ability to gain exposure through traditional radio programming and top playlisting.

The landscape of the music industry has shifted drastically in the last 30 years with the rise of digitization and streaming away from physical products and this shift has had an impact in the way artists and songwriters get paid.  In his article for Forbes, Ross (2019) included a quote from the songwriter Van Dyke Parks from 2014: 
"Forty years ago, co-writing a song with Ringo Starr would have provided me a house and a pool. Now, estimating 100,000 plays on Spotify, we guessed we’d split about $80.”  Ross went on to say, “On the one hand, the industry has adjusted to the fact that streaming is a necessary vehicle for promoting other money-making ventures. Artists have pivoted toward touring and branding, while songwriters have looked toward licensing for film and TV.”  

In fact, at today’s per stream rate, which is based on what Spotify terms “streamshare” (Spotify Loud and Clear, 2025) the aforementioned co-writer’s song at 100,000 streamed would have earned between $300-500 (based on a $.003 to $.005 per stream payment), depending upon whether the writer is signed with a publisher or not.  The record label and publisher would take their negotiated percentage cuts and the remainder would be split between the artist and the number of writers on the song.  

With the deck seemingly stacked against my clientele of pre-professional and professional singer-songwriters, there were two more bodies of work that came to my attention over the past few years.  The first is the “Singing for Health” movement, which is bigger in Europe and the UK than in the States.  These studies show that singing is good for your mental health and emotional wellbeing (Clift et al., 2010, 7; Clift & Morrison, 2011; Coulton et al., 2015; Williams et al., 2018), promotes community and flow (Keeler et al., 2015).  Playing an instrument and playing music and even listening to music also impact feelings of depression and anxiety in a positive way (Ploukou and Panagopoulou, 2018; Perkins et al., 2016; Lin et al., 2018).  There are studies that show that “playing music can improve confidence, with increased confidence being linked to reductions in depression, stress, anxiety and aggression” (Sayan et al., 2011 cited in Musgrave, 2023).  I was then introduced to the work of Dr. George Musgrave whose research with Sally-Anne Gross resulted in a book, Can Music Make You Sick?:  Measuring the Price of Musical Ambition.  The authors assert that participating in music recreationally may be good for overall wellbeing -- until a person decides to pursue a career in music, which has a detrimental effect in wellbeing.  In fact, they conducted a large survey of 2200 musician participants in which 71.7% of respondents self reported that they experienced high levels of anxiety and/or panic attacks, with more recent studies showing high rates of suicide compared to the general population (Musgrave & Lamis, 2025).


These two ideas seemed in complete opposition to one another.  How can music be so “good” for you, but so “bad” for you at the same time?  I have always prided myself on being a teacher, coach and mentor with a great relationship with my clients and I am forever committed to helping them achieve their goals -- but now I was asking myself whether I am irresponsible for training them for a career which could cause their very undoing.  Am I a co-conspirator in helping my clients create a life that will leave them traumatized, anxious, depressed and possibly suicidal?  If these pressures are due to the factors of being a professional singer-songwriter and the structures of the music industry, how specifically is the industry structured to affect musicians this way?  Most importantly, what can I do as a teacher and a mentor for a client that tells me they still want to become a professional singer-songwriter so that I can better support them and their wellbeing?   

I am motivated to undertake this research project with the rationale of understanding more about wellbeing in female singer-songwriters and musicians, examining the scope of the problem and analyzing the factors and structures contributing to the causes.  I am not a therapist or psychologist, but through this analysis and assessment, I hope to achieve a deeper understanding of what the industry forces are, how the industry is structured and how that structure impacts artists, and how to better support my clients -- with an eye to eventually determine if there is a way to develop tools for voice teachers to better support this clientele, (although that is a topic for a future paper).  

Planned Program of Study 

Developmental Aims

· To examine how professional music careers are structured and if these structures contribute to their wellbeing; 
· To identify and define the scope of wellbeing problems in professional female musicians through existing research and analyze contributing factors that impact their wellbeing;

Expected Learning Outcomes   

· To discover and provide an overview of what has been studied, and how, and in which populations and genres;
· To discover how professional music careers influence well-being and to investigate what steps could potentially remediate mental health stressors;
· To identify and analyze blind spots and missing information;


Literature Review
With very limited time to complete this Module, I chose to undertake a Scoping Review to provide a broader overview of the research, to see what research exists and what kinds of studies have been done (Grant and Booth, 2009).  While my study is broken down into two separate parts, the structures and workings and forces of the music industry and what the findings are about the state of wellbeing in female musicians and how they are linked, using the Grant and Booth (2009) framework seemed to be a good fit for my research.  Any other type of literature review would have been too exhaustive for this particular project due to time constraints.  

Because of the current oligopolistic nature of the major record labels (Pizzolitto, 2024), a clear example of exactly how artists were historically compensated to compare to how they are paid today is difficult to find in traditional peer reviewed research. Therefore, I was compelled to use grey literature sources, according to the structure of grey literature sources outlined by Kepes et al. (2012), I primarily tried to stay within the 1st tier of grey literature using books, journals, government reports, and industry association publications.  Donald Passman’s book All You Need to Know About the Music Business and Krasilovsky and Shemel’s This Business of Music were both extremely helpful in filling in pay flow knowledge gaps.  Of course, Gross and Musgrave’s aforementioned book which was the impetus for me to dive into this subject.  However, I did also include some 2nd tier news articles for more current industry metrics, practical data on financial challenges and richer understanding, mostly coming from news sources that are credible long term industry sources.  

The music industry has gone through “three waves of disruptive innovation” (Urbinati et al., 2019) over the past 30 years.  Seeking competitive advantage through more vertical integration, companies purchased and merged with competitors allowing the new entities to have more control over the products they were releasing into the market, increasing their market share, economies of scale in distribution, and bargaining power influence with music retailers (Bishop, 2005; Graham et al., 2004; Nakano and Fleury, 2017 cited in Pizzolitto, 2024).  These companies controlled approximately 80% of the global market along with most of the distribution which was a major barrier to entry for an unsigned singer-songwriter (Graham et al. 2004).  With the first wave of disruptive innovation in the form of digital distribution (Urbinati et al., 2019), illegal file sharing emerged through sites such as Napster (Waldfogel, 2012) and piracy had a negative effect on the industry through lost revenues (Leibowitz, 2016). With Napster shuttered because of litigation with the Recording Industry Association of America in 2001 (Scharf, 2011), Apple iTunes began offering “unbundled” digital downloads affecting how consumers could purchase music, and for the first time, any song could be purchased as a single for $.99 instead of an entire album (Koh et al., 2019).  Although these unbundled downloads also had a negative impact on revenues, it marked the first time in history artists and songwriters could bypass the traditional barriers to entry of the physical goods distribution chain and upload their music directly onto iTunes for sale to the public (Thomson, 2013; Graham et al., 2004).  Piracy and fire sharing persisted, and the industry changed again with the third wave of disruptive innovation rise of digital streaming platforms like Spotify, ushering music into the “platform economy” (Kenney & Zysman, 2016) and becoming “one of the most important reasons why the music industry recovered from the disaster of Napster and…free music sharing (Arditi, 2017).

Female singer-songwriter experience irregular work schedules with no clarity on financial earnings, fluctuating income and a lack of career stability, which all affect their general wellbeing with an increased risk of suicide for women (Musgrave & Lamis, 2025) as well as high levels of anxiety, depression and stress being reported  (Gross & Musgrave, 2020; Fernholz et al., 2025;  Musgrave 2023; Perrier et al., 2025; Kegelaers & Gibney, 2025).  The consolidation of both the music industry (Bishop 2005; Pizzolitto, 2024), and the terrestrial radio industry (DiCola, 2006; Ahlkvist & Fisher, 2000), along with the shift from traditional physical album sales to streaming has reduced income stability, affecting women and marginalized artists who still suffer from unequal exposure creating a pay gap (LaFrance et al., 2018; Cannizzo et al., 2025).  Further, women feel required to build and maintain an online presence through constant content production and social media engagement (Baym, 2018; Musgrave et al., 2025) and face heightened scrutiny regarding physical appearance and presentation leading to emotional exhaustion, burnout, anxiety (Cannizzo et al., 2025).  They often “struggle to separate their personal identity from their musical identity, leading to professional instability” (Ascensio et al., 2017 cited in Perrier et al., 2025).  However, there is also encouraging news:  Perrier et al. (2025) looked at the wellbeing of professional female musicians under the lens of Self Determination Theory and although they found the usual negative aspects, including challenging work-life balance issues and irregular work schedules, they also found positive aspects of well-being under the conditions of the females having a sense of autonomy, a sense of competence and a sense of relatedness.  The effects of ‘being a musician’ and having ‘moments of transcendence during performance’ and engagement with music had positive impact on their outlook and life purpose, and they felt this gave them meaningful relationships, feelings of relatedness and mutual support.  A sense of autonomy was tantamount to their wellbeing as it helped them “feel in control of their career paths,” as was learning, skill building and mastery. 

Timescales and Review Dates
In the spirit of transparency, this section on Timescales and Review Dates will not look like any of my past work.  I’ve used Gantt charts in the past to keep me on track and manage my time, but considering my recent personal life difficulties and the gracious extension of a deadline by UWTSD, this Module was undertaken in just about 4 weeks.  Therefore, it was not anywhere near as organized or systematic as my last work and it is very likely the work will reflect that.  I posited whether my brain could even produce a work like this after all it has endured.  Regardless, I feel it working again, I was able to experience moments of flow and best of all, I am LEARNING again.  It is my sincere hope my brain is still plastic enough to fire and wire so my next attempt in Module 5 will be more organized, clear and less stress-inducing, with a topic that builds on this one.

Critical Reflection 
Using the reflective model developed by Terry Borton (1970) through his framework of the questions “What?” “So what?” “Now what?” my aim is to guide my thoughts through facts, analysis and future action.  While this is a simple framework, I believe with more time I could have had a stronger synthesis of everything I’ve learned.  Therefore, I’m purposefully keeping it uncomplicated for my own processing.

What?
This reflection focuses on my experience as a research practitioner who works with emerging and professional artists with a research project that requires synthesizing literature from two different bodies of research, identifying trends and industry structures that impact the wellbeing of female singer-songwriters. I encountered many challenges related to information overload and the sheer size and scope of complementary research.  I undertook this project as a scoping review to get a sense of what studies currently existed and what the findings were, but my references were by no means complete.  

In my preliminary research, I was both disappointed and delighted to find current scoping reviews of each industry.  I was disappointed, as I worried I was re-inventing the wheel and that my project would somehow be invalidated, but I realized as my research progressed that there were many holes in the information, and I felt it appropriate to use grey literature to answer some of the questions I had that were not addressed through peer reviewed studies.  Namely, I wanted to know if the music industry is more or less lucrative for an artist with the rise of streaming platforms as a means of digital distribution as it was with physical product sales.  This was very difficult to piece together as there are so many different revenue streams for artists, and the trends have indeed shifted.  I had a hunch that emerging artists of today were not as profitable as a mid-level artist of the 1990s and I wanted to know how the lower barriers to entry for digital distribution affected this population, now that the major record labels did not control the physical supply chain.  I was also very interested to know how social media affects female artists, how it is tied to exposure and if it translates into real revenue for artists.  Alas, this project was so big that it is an area I couldn’t get my arms around and I am extremely disappointed to have not included the research in a meaningful way – I feel that it is absolutely incomplete without it.  

Finally, it was the work of Gross & Musgrave (2020) that prodded me to undertake this project.  I had the opportunity to see Dr. Musgrave lecture about his research and his presentation of his findings were nothing short of triggering.  Not that I didn’t trust his research, but I wanted to delve into it for myself.

I was delighted to discover that Kegelaers and Gibney (2025) have recently published their own scoping review, entitled “The Mental Health of Musicians: A Scoping Review.”  Due to the recent date of publish, I suspected it might be hard to add to their findings, but this is a growing field of study and I was able to find at least two new studies revelant to my topic. Given that this paper is a foundation for me to understand the issues and forces of the industry contributing to the impact of wellbeing on female artists and writers, it is truly the question of “what’s next” and “what can I do about it” that is closer to my heart.

So What?
I ask myself what I can contribute as a teacher/practitioner who is a “boots on the ground” and client-facing on a daily basis to this at-risk group on a micro-level?   With Gross & Musgrave (2020) advocating for more change for artists and songwriters on a within the music industry, company, government and educational levels, these are suggestions on what the ‘system’ can do.  Since the music industry is a ‘for-profit’ industry, I am skeptical whether or not these are realistic suggestions.  I do believe there is room for interventions on the micro level.  There is support for this in the literature but not much.  It is an area that needs more scrutiny.  

This research experience was so challenging for me mostly because of the scope.  It was so easy to pull a thread of interest or try to drill down on small details, and I found myself obsessed and not able to shift gears to manage my time better.  As I stated above, I could have focused on the industry forces alone for the next six months.  It is such a rich topic with so many market forces happening at once impacting so many different players.  It would be hard to encompass all of it in 9000 words.  I felt that if I somehow had “all the facts” I could be in a better position to truly understand my clients, naïve as it may sound.

Now What?
After examining the forces at play affecting the well-being of female artists, my aim for my next module is to look at interventions that have been taken on a micro level and see how I can incorporate into my own practice.  I will need to examine the existing research for best practices and it is my intention to develop a program for my artists to help them alleviate the stressors they are facing through mind body intermediations.  

If I had the chance the do this program again, I would have started with the research about the mental health factors.  WHAT HAPPENED in the music industry is not as important as the EFFECT on my clientele.  My incessant need to know how things work got the best of me and I just wasn’t satisfied.  I will do this by asking myself more critical questions at the beginning of the Module.  I will also budget my time much better, using the Gantt chart that helped me so much in the past.  There is one silver lining here: I doubted my ability to complete this degree program because of the traumatic events I faced over the past three years. I feared that my brain was damaged and broken based on the crippling anxiety I experienced.  This project was truly a best attempt, but what it is showing me is that I can indeed do this.  Perhaps my brain is indeed plastic enough, thanks to all of my primary music training, to wire and fire into a better attempt in the next Module.  

I know this paper is not complete.  I know there is not enough critical synthesis.  I know the conclusion is incomplete.  I know I didn’t document my methods and I know that my portfolio word count is very far off of the mark.  It is not that I am incapable of finishing, nor am I incapable of making those connections, it is that it is 6:48pm EST and I am signing off so I can find the link to submit.  Fortunately, I do believe I have enough of a clear picture for what I need to go forward with the next phase of my development but I am standing by with your feedback on how to proceed.  Thank you for your support.  I’m honored to be in this program and I’m truly excited for what I can offer in the future.










How Structural Changes in the Global Music Industry Impact Artists and Songwriters
Over the past thirty years, structural changes in the global music industry have considerably reshaped the professional career path for aspiring and professional musicians. Traditionally, artists and songwriters had several ways of producing income:

· Artists earned royalties from physical record sales of vinyl, cassette, compact disc formats. (It should be noted that artists who wrote their own songs earned income as the performer but also as the songwriter, so artists who did both earned twice as much).  The artist royalty could be anywhere between 10% and 20% of the wholesale price per unit and artists would start collecting royalties after any advances (including the costs of recording the album) were recouped by the record companies (Passman 2006).

· Songwriters receive compensation through a mechanical royalty, determined by the statutory rate set by the Copyright Royalty Board in the US, as established under the United States Copyright Act.  This rate specifies a fixed royalty amount per song, which is applied every time in which a songwriter’s work is manufactured and sold.  In the late 1990s rates were approximately 8 cents per unit, increasing to 9.1 cents per unit in 2006.  These royalties were split with the songwriter’s publisher.  In the 1990s and 2000s, the compact disc musical format was very lucrative as record companies engaged in price fixing to keep prices high, and many music consumers repurchased their music collections in compact disc format to replace cassettes and vinyl.  If a songwriter wrote 10 songs on an album in 2006, the songwriter and their publisher would split $9.10 per unit sold.  In most cases, the songwriter and published would each get 50% (Passman 2006; Krasilovsky 2000). If the album sold 500,000 copies, which is the number of units that the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA) would certify as a Gold record, the publisher and songwriter would split $4.55M.  However, it should be noted that of all the new albums released in 1998, 252 of these new albums had been designated as certified Gold by the RIAA by the end of 1999.  By 2004, conversely, only 198 albums were certified Gold by the end of 2005 (Kushner, 2006).  With the advent of streaming, and the growing norm of artists releasing singles instead of albums, the number of albums that were certified Gold by the RIAA in 2024 was just 16, in 2025 that number dropped to 13 (RIAA.com 2025).

· In the US, under federal copyright law, songwriters earn performance royalties every time their musical works are broadcast in public, (including traditional radio airplay, TV broadcasts, or in recorded performances at bars, clubs, restaurants and retail stores), and when publicly performed at live concert venues. Songwriters also earn money each time a ringtone is downloaded. In 2003, ringtones were a $2.5 billion industry worldwide (Flynn, 2004) however, this market has contracted severely and is now estimated to be worth $10.5 million in 2024 (Dalla Riva 2024).  Performance Rights Organizations, such as ASCAP, BMI and SESAC, collect fees from venues and broadcasters for their members.  In other countries, performance royalties can be structured differently to pay both the songwriter AND the performing artist, but currently, the US does not pay artists a performance right for sound recordings (Dougherty, 2006).  

· Synchronization licenses grants permission to use music in timed synchronization with visual content, such as a song used in a motion picture where the music is matched to the on-screen action.  It also includes television commercials.  Fees are generally paid to the songwriters, the publishing companies that work with the songwriters and the parties that own the master recording, which is either the record company or the artist.  These fees can range wildly depending on how much of a song is included, and in what context.  For example, a song played over the main title or beginning of a film will command a higher fee than songs used over end titles (Passman, 2006).  

· Touring is an area where the artist and songwriters both got paid.  Songwriters would earn a performance royalty, while artists would split revenue with concert promoters.  Live shows can be very lucrative for an established act but far less so for emerging artists playing smaller venues. Traditionally, artists went out on a national or global tour to increase record sales and shows were typically booked by the artist’s manager or booking agent.  Historically, concerts helped promote records leading to an increase in record sales (Kushner, 2006; Westgate 2019).  However, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, live concert ticket prices increased significantly faster than inflation with Krueger concluding that artists were simply charging more for their shows to offset lost royalties due to illegal downloading and piracy (2005; Zhang & Negus, 2021).

· Artists sell merchandising at live music events.  Historically, artists would retain 100% of all revenues for the sale of merchandise, since venues made other revenue at live concerts through food, drink and parking, although some venues negotiate a percentage (Passman 2006).

· Sales of sheet music and songbooks are also a way that songwriters and their publishers make income.  This is another product offering that has transformed from physical goods to digital downloads over the past 20 years.  Information is scant about sheet music sales, but one author puts the US market at $660 million in 1990, or roughly 6% of total industry revenue (Soloveichik 2009). 

· Artist Endorsements are also an income stream for artists with payouts dependent upon the selling power of the artist and the use of their music.  In 1986, Pepsi sponsored Michael Jackson’s Victory Tour and he appeared with his brothers in a series of commercials for Pepsi’s wildly successful New Generation campaign. The collaboration proved so successful, Pepsi made a new commercial sponsorship pact with Jackson for more than $50 million, with an initial upfront payment of $10 million to $15 million (Los Angeles Times, 1986).  While that example is for a top artist, many new artists receive small endorsements for products and services that they promote through social media.


However, industry forces and structures have changed greatly over these three decades.  Record companies experienced a significant amount of consolidation during this time.  In the late 1990s there were six major record labels: Warner, Universal, Sony, BMG, EMI and PolyGram, and the industry began contracting in the early 2000s because of market disruption.  These competitors sought to gain increased market share through horizontal integration purchases and mergers, and control over multiple stages of the value chain and economies of scale through vertical integration (Bishop 2005) in the face of declining recorded music revenue due to the shift from physical product to digital music sales, which Urbinati et al. (2019) states is the first of three waves of disruptive innovation [ie. digital distribution] and Koh et al. (2019) further sharpen to as the first stage disruption of digitization of music. Waldfogel (2012) revealed that between 1998 and 2008, US revenues from physical recorded music fell from approximately $12.8 billion to $5.5 billion, and he states that “Even with digital sales included, US revenue was a third below its 1999 level…worldwide revenue fell from $37 billion in 1999 to $25 billion in 2007” (2012).  While the RIAA attributed this sharp decline in revenue to piracy with the rise of the illegal file sharing programs such as Napster (Waldfogel, 2012), many authors have attempted to determine what role music piracy and illegal file-sharing programs played in the decline, most finding the impact of its effects were considerably less than the estimated $4.6 billion loss in revenue reported by the music industry (Hui & Png, 2003) with Oberholzer-Gee & Strumpf (2007) positing that competition from growing forms of other entertainment such as movies on DVD and VHS, video games and the rise of cell phone usage by teens, which tripled between 1999 and 2003, were the most likely factors. Liebowitz (2016) continued to write extensively about the topic, sometimes with a somewhat inflammatory tone toward these previous studies, as his findings were that “later data imply that file sharing has caused so much of the enormous decline in sound recording sales” (2016).  Koh et al. (2019) believe that with the advent of iTunes, the industry transformed from one that “predominantly distributed and sold music as a bundle of songs in a single medium (ie. album) to one that distributed music also as an individual song (ie. single)” and the authors referred to this as the ‘unbundling’ of music.  A full album of songs was roughly $10 at that time, but iTunes also sold music by individual song downloads for 99 cents which further contributed to declining revenues and industry contraction (2019) since consumers had the ability to cherry pick and pay only for the songs they wanted and leave the ones they didn’t.   Urbinati et al. (2019) refers to the rise of the permanent digital download as the second wave of disruptive innovation.  Global recorded music industry revenues continued to decrease year over year from 2001 until 2013, when further industry consolidation resulted in just three major record companies: Universal Music Group, Warner Music Group and Sony Music (IFPI), “a persisting oligopoly of major labels” (Pizzolitto 2024) that created highly concentrated market power controlled by a few music corporations (Bishop 2005).  Consumer demand migrated again, moving from downloadable MP3 digital music to streaming in what Koh et al. (2019) deemed the second stage disruption of digitization of music, contributing to the industry shift into what Kenney & Zysman (2016) refer to as a platform economy, when a new economic structure was organized around subscriptions for digital streaming through services such as Spotify and Apple Music (2016).  This move to music streaming was the third wave of disruptive innovation (Urbinati et al., 2019).  As more users joined streaming platforms, industry revenues began to climb steadily for the first time since 2013 to $28.6 billion in 2023 with streaming contributing to 67.3% of the total revenue (IFPI 2024).  

This massive upheaval in the music industry over the past 30 years has very real consequences on the artists of today, along with some other trends and factors. While music streaming is  creating revenue growth and curbing piracy within the music industry, songwriters are making less money than they were in the late 1990s and Hemondhalgh et al. (2021) concluded that while music streaming has become the largest source of recorded music revenue in the UK, they have not fully compensated for the long-term decline in physical sales – and increases in broadcast, public performance or synchronization income have not offset these losses.  Although streaming accounts for the majority of income for the record companies, publishing revenues equally come from streaming, broadcast and public performance.  Even though there has been upward growth in streaming, many artists and songwriters are unhappy with the way that Spotify and other streaming companies distribute payment:  The streaming companies take a 30% share and then distribute the remaining revenue between the record companies and publishers, rather than paying the artists directly (2021).  The authors state plainly that earnings for artists and producers from recordings have remained flat since 2008, a recession year, while publishing income has risen modestly.  However, if you compare earnings to the year 2000 and adjust for inflation, income from recorded music has declined substantially for both artists and songwriters (Hemondhalgh et al., 2021).  

Further compounding the decline in income for songwriters is that the number of songwriters credited on songs has increased significantly from an average of 2 writers in 1959 to 4.4 in 2023 (Perot, 2024).  Contemporary songwriting increasingly involves multiple collaborators, a trend that became common through songwriting camps, where teams of writers contribute to the single track (Herbst et al., 2024; 2025) and using sampling and interpolation in rap and hip hop, where it was also common to give the producer a songwriting credit. To avoid lawsuits, and clear rights, the original songwriters from the sampled work would also be added to the song (Perot, 2024).  While Herbst et al. (2024) in particular “finds that camps have a proven track record of producing commercially successful pop songs and are deemed beneficial by songwriters for developing their careers and skills, networking, gaining industry contacts and generating royalty income,” there is no doubt that with each writer added to the song, the royalty share shrinks for each writer, reducing their income.

The study by Hemondhalgh et al. (2021) also finds that while streaming has significantly lowered barriers to market entry, making it easier than ever for a new artist to upload music and potentially have a global audience, there is tremendous volume, and new artists now need to devote increasing time and financial resources to self-marketing and promotion rather than making music.  Only a small minority of artists achieve streaming numbers likely to support a sustainable living without additional income sources, however, they also note that historically, there is little evidence that recorded music alone ever provided financial stability for large numbers of artists.

Another factor potentially creating struggle for songwriters is the state of traditional radio industry.  The impacts of the Telecommunications Act of 1996, when Congress eliminated the cap on the number of radio stations that one entity could own or control, paved the way for unlimited consolidation.  This ultimately led to larger but fewer radio companies, with the top four firms increasing their market shares from 12% in 1993 to 50% in 2004 (DiCola, 2006).  Stations owned by the large groups tended to offer streamlined playlists which were centralized and programmed at the corporate level, which meant that the broadcasting became more risk adverse and less diverse.  Historically, new artists could break through with the support of a local or regional DJ and grow organically. Now, fewer total unique songs were receiving airplay, which only benefitted a small subset of elite artists who were almost exclusively signed with the major labels, as radio exposure helps artists create touring demand and increase their income through performance royalites.  Artists in smaller genres like jazz and folk had fewer platforms, smaller audiences and, thus, less career sustainability (DiCola, 2006; Ahlkvist and Fisher, 2000). These structures harmed new and independent artists and, in particular, women and marginalized artists and further reinforced structural inequalities in exposure which reduced the ability for these artists to scale their careers (Lafrance et al., 2018).  Due to the Digital Performance Right in Sound Recordings Act of 1995, unlike AM/FM radio, satellite radio broadcasters, such as SiriusXM pay both recording artists/record labels AND songwriters and publishers for every song played, as do traditional radio stations when their content is accessed on-demand or online.  Although terrestrial radio still dominates overall listening, streaming and podcasts are growing steadily (Neilsen/Edison Research, 2024).  Traditional radio is adapting with on-demand access and interactive features to stay relevant (Laor, 2022) but music streaming has changed how people listen to music, with college students and younger audiences favoring it over radio for convenience, large libraries and personalized access (Jia, 2025).

Females in Country music have a harder time to gaining traction in their careers because it is so difficult for them to get radio exposure.  The fact that in 2022 female country music artists only comprised 11% of all airplay at radio (Shea et al., 2024), disturbingly down from 33.1% in 1995 (Diehm and Watson, 2023), demonstrates that females have more obstacles to overcome than their male counterparts and there is a severe underrepresentation of exposure of women (Shea et al., 2024).  Additionally, the airplay that women do receive is often in off-peak slots and marginalized within the charts (rarely will they play two female aritsts back to back, for example).  This reinforces how difficult the barriers are to overcome for female artists to gain visibility and she argues that these patterns represent institutional biases that shape whose voices are heard in a major mass medium (Watson, 2019).  Further, Billboard chart positions are determined by a combination of airplay and sales, and these are the metrics that determine whether or not a Country artist can qualify for eligibility for an award (such as the coveted CMA award).  Women face the difficult truth that they will shut out of award eligibility because they are systemically not getting enough airplay at radio.  In fact, Diehm and Watson (2023) sum it up like this: “It’s become a self-fulfilling prophecy. The lack of radio airplay for songs by women deters labels from investing in women artists and publishers from encouraging their writers to pen songs for them. It means that fewer songs by women chart, limiting their potential reach in being discovered by audiences, because they are receiving fewer opportunities to perform at festivals, on tour, or on award shows. Heck — radio airplay and chart positions also determine which artists get to walk the red carpet at industry events.”  If we consider women of color in Country, the statistics are even more bleak:  Since 1958, only six Black solo females and one Black group have had songs on the Country charts, with the last being Mickey Guyton in 2016 (Diehm and Watson, 2023).  In 2022, Black and biracial women only accounted for 0.03% of all Country airplay, while LGBTQIA+ artists accounted for 0.13% (Diehm and Watson, 2023).  

Unfortunately, similar patterns appear in Spotify’s playlisting.  Editorial playlists, like New Music Friday, strongly influence how many streams a song gets, yet male artists are much more likely to be featured and promoted (Aguiar, Waldfogel and Waldfogel, 2021).  Recommendations from Spotify’s algorithms also favor popular tracks, which means that women and new artists get less exposure (Holtz et al., 2020; Spotify Research, 2025).  In this way, Spotify is enacting the same form of radio gatekeeping – just digitally – and this attention on a small group of artists perpetuates the same gender inequalities that exist in radio programming.  The Holtz (2020) study recommended “the need for both academics and practitioners to continue investing in approaches to personalization that explicitly take into account the diversity of content recommended to users” since their results found evidence of a “engagement-diversity trade-off” between Spotify’s drive to increase user engagement through personalized recommendation against the diversity of content that users consume.  O’Dair and Fry (2019) state that the power that streaming services have over artists and their income and their visibility is not due to merely cracking the code on an algorithm.  They state that “no secret sauce exists” and that “artists must be aware that streaming services will be subject to a number of influences including employees, shareholders, advertisers, record labels, publishers and even rivalries with other streaming services and even public opinions and that all of these factors will have an may have an impact on the recommendation systems.”

While peer reviewed studies that contain the latest stats from Spotify are lacking, it is widely estimated that there are roughly 8 million artists or creators on Spotify (Ingham, 2021).  Rolling Stone reported that Spotify has over 300 million paid subscribers (with 100 million in the US alone).  Revenues from paid subscription were at $3.2 billion which represents 84% of total music industry streaming revenue.  Spotify’s industry payouts increased from $1 billion in 2014 to over $10 billion in 2024.  “Even so, musicians have widely called foul on numbers that come down to a minuscule $0.003 to $0.005 per stream, or just $3,000 to $5,000 for a million of them. Songwriters are even more incensed, having to split their declining earnings with co-writers and taking a backseat to the producers and rights-holders who are out for their own pieces of the pie (Trakin in Rolling Stone 2025).  Additionally, Spotify’s payout rate (“a revenue-sharing payment model in which the platform compensates the content providers a prespecified proportion of its overall revenues”) is currently 70% of overall revenues (Alaei et al., 2022) and there is much criticism that Spotify does not pay artists and creators directly.  Rather, Meyn et al. (2022) concluded that Spotify’s royalty payout (in which revenue is pooled and distributed to rights holders/record companies based on each artists’ number of total streams) concentrates income to the most-streamed artists. They estimate that changing the payment structure to a user-centric system could reallocate roughly 370 million euros, or roughly $430 million away from mainstream artists and redistribute toward niche genres. Because women and other marginalized artists are underrepresented, this way of distributing royalties could reduce these disparities and reward loyalty from listeners (Alaei et al., 2022; Meyn et al., 2022).  

Finally, consider the payout rate of $.003 to $.005 per stream (Spotify 2025). In an article from Music Business Worldwide, Dan Ingham quoted Dawn Ostroff from Spotify saying, “Over the last four years, the number of recording artists whose catalogs generated more than $1 million a year [from Spotify] across recording and publishing is up over 82% to more than 800 artists,” confirmed Ostroff, adding: “[The] number generating more than $100,000 a year? That’s up 79% to more than 7,500 artists.”  Ingham reframes Ostroff’s optimism to a stark reality:  An individual artist’s chance of generating over $100,000 on Spotify in a pool of 8 million creators is 0.094% (2021).  Nag (2017) states “the findings suggest that the instant access to millions of songs yields a tension between intimacy and detachment in users’ relationship to music.  In such an environment of numerous music consumption alternatives, freedom of choice is embraced, but apparently accompanied with a craving of scarcity.”  

Mental Health and Wellness Issues in Female Musicians
I had also had the opportunity to see Dr. Musgrave present his work at a singing teachers’ conference in Edinburgh hosted by the Institute for Vocal Advancement.  Musgrave and Gross (2020) lay out a very bleak picture for the mental health of our aspiring and professional musicians, which they break down into three categories:  Status of Work:  Musicians are faced financial precarity due to doing freelance work in a gig economy, which is often inconsistent, and blurred boundaries between personal life and professional life. This uncertainty of work leads to stress and anxiety because there is often no clear job security.  Status of Value:  These are the traditional goals of “success” such as record deals, chart positions and touring income which are difficult to achieve. Instead they focus on self-promotion through digital streaming platforms and social media where streams, followers, likes and engagement can turn artistic creation into data-driven transactional scorekeeping, undermined their sense of value. Status of Relationships:  Because music careers demand constant travel, long hours and “always-on” mentality, stable friendships and personal relationships can be hard to maintain leading to loneliness and isolation (Gross & Musgrave, 2020).  However, it is their findings through a large survey that they conducted of 2200 musician participants that was so alarming:  71.1% of respondents had experienced high levels of anxiety and/or panic attacks; 68.5% stated that they had experienced depression, which is three times more likely than the general public (Gross and Musgrave, 2016 cited in Gross and Musgrave, 2020).  When they drilled down on the subsets within these numbers, solo artists and songwriters reported 76-77% incidence compared with 55-65% of bandmembers and live crew, which they posit could be that those who work in groups could feel more support.  The news is more bleak for females:  77.8% reported panic attacks and/or high levels of anxiety compared to 65.7% of males, and other mental health difficulties as 22% for women versus 15.1% for men.  The authors deduce this could be due to women facing unequal access to opportunities, unfair treatment, discrimination, sexual harassment and the pressure to succeed in an unstable and competitive field without proper supports.  They face exclusion from positions of power, misogynistic industry attitudes and practices, and higher exposure to harassment online.  This is how the industry is structured and how it operates – with discrimination, unequal treatment and pressure to succeed and prove and protect themselves (Gross and Musgrave, 2020).   

Worst of all, recent emerging data compiled from Musgrave & Lamis (2025) show that musicians are alarmingly at risk as an occupational group for suicide.  In the UK, musicians had suicide rates that were 20% higher than the general male population, while that number was devastating high for females at 69% higher than the general female population.  In fact, women in arts and entertainment in the United States had the highest female occupational suicide rates (Musgrave & Lamis, 2025).

While Gross and Musgrave’s (2020) suggestions for change and mitigation of the soaring anxiety and depression rates were systemic changes, including better financial support systems for musicians, improved labor protections and workers’ rights and the recognition of mental health as integral to sustainable musical careers.   

Conclusion:
I sought to understand how the structures of the music industry and the rise of digital distribution and streaming affect the wellbeing of female singer-songwriters.  Since financial precarity is a main stressor that impacts wellbeing, I first wanted to understand how artists are getting paid compared to the days when physical products were the norm.  What is clear to me is that mechanical rights are no longer lucrative for an artist because streaming has replaced it, and as a result, music seems more disposable.  However, there has been a trend in the rise in vinyl sales for the past few years now.  The vinyl trend is significant because it potentially shows that consumers want more than unlimited choice: they want the ability to have a permanent piece of the artist.

With so much choice, can’t listen to it all – also, it’s more disaposable (background music) instead of active listening but also in the past, there wasn’t so much choice between unknown, emerging and established artists.  

Algorithms playing more of what you like – not hearing anything different – almost a confirmation bias

Ghost tracks

-shift from owning music to renting it with a lot of choice – endless choice – gone are the days with the packaging and art and lyrics and personal thank yous – fans are seeking engagement through social media and through concerts, which is mainly how artists are making money.  But the touring life also takes its toll on artists wellbeing.  It’s difficult shutting down your day to day life to get in a van and travel across a country with five or six other people. Leading to burnout, 
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