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How has new technology changed the music industry from a product to a service sector?


Technology continually adapts and advances at an extraordinary rate all around the world, with new gadgets, applications and offerings becoming available each and every day. Due to this, industries have adapted and changed along with technology - meaning the way that we do our everyday things right now is quite possibly completely different to how they’d have been carried out even 10 to 20 years ago. One industry that has seen a significant change due to the adaptation of technology, is the music industry. This essay will critically analyse how the music industry has changed as new technologies have been introduced, and how this has ultimately led to the industry going from a product to a service sector. I will be focussing on the distribution and marketing aspects of the sector, arguing that technology has undoubtedly taken the music industry from a product to service sector and how something we once purchased for entertainment has now become a service industry for the masses over the past few decades.

The music industry, like all others, has seen an incredible change in the technology available for both those wishing to make music, and those who simply wish to enjoy the music, through the last two centuries. The industry is considered to be the quickest evolving industry technology wise in the world. Although music dates back far further, technology in music and where it all began dates back to 1877. In 1877, Thomas Edison invented the phonograph, which gave users the ability to record and playback the human voice using a wax cylinder. Following from this came the gramophone, which was created in 1888, by Emile Berliner, which replaced the wax cylinder with a disc. Although we attribute Alexander Graham Bell for enhancing the microphone for telephone usage, Edison's carbon button microphone, also invented in 1877, became the primary microphone for the telephone and the basis for recording microphones. In 1910, Nathaniel Baldwin created the first pair of headphones, or radio earphones, with copper wires and a headband worn by a phone operator. Thus, with a phonograph and gramophone, a microphone, and headphones, the beginning of a recording studio was born (Music Technology: History & Development, 2020). This period of time was crucial for the music industry's development, and since then, the technology available to musicians and music lovers has adapted at an alarming rate. From then on, recording technology continued to adapt with new technologies being developed as regularly as every 5 - 10 years. In 1917, the Scully family invented the first Disk Recorder or "lathe". This was made up of a slowly spinning disk which would be carved into with a very precise cutting head. This was a newer alternative to the cylinder recording (Ellicott, n.d.). In 1927, German Austrian engineer Fritz Pfleumer began a trial-and-error process of finding an alternative to magnetic wires. He'd eventually adhere iron oxide powder to thin paper with lacquer and patent the world's first magnetic recording tape (Herzog, 2014). This magnetic tape was then put to good use in 1935, when German electronics-engineering company AEG (Allgemeine Elektricitäts-Gesellschaft) unveiled the first reel-to-reel tape recorder for everyday use. The Magnetophon was designed with Pfleumer's magnetic tape and premiered at the Berlin International Radio Exhibition. As with most original iterations of these devices, Magnetophon's first recordings were distorted and nearly inscrutable. But by 1939, tape manufacturers began using a different kind of oxide that provided extra clarity and helped cement Magnetophon as a pioneering piece of aural history (Herzog, 2014). From there on out we saw the birth of stereos, the continual rise of radio since broadcasting began through the British Broadcasting Company (BBC) in 1922, the radio and the BBC soon became the leading source of information for the public. In both the U.S. and the U.K. it also became a source of entertainment in which gathering in front of the radio as a family became a common occurrence in many households (Wood, n.d.). While radio had previously been a source of entertainment in the form of serial programs, after the war it began to focus more on playing the music of the time. The ‘Top 40’ in music became increasingly popular during this period and the target audience went from families to pre-teens up to adults in their mid-thirties. Music and radio continued to rise rapidly in popularity until they became synonymous with one another. FM radio stations began to overtake the original AM stations, and new forms of music, such as rock and roll, began to emerge (Wood, n.d.). 

When music gained such traction with the general public and music lovers worldwide, there began the promotion and sale of music. As the radio industry adapted by focusing on music, it joined forces with the recording industry to survive. In an effort to do so, it became somewhat of a music promotional tool. Stations became ever more dependent on recorded music to fill airtime slots, and in 1955 as before mentioned, the Top 40 format was born. Songs chosen for plays on radio stations were based on popularity - usually the Billboard Top 40 singles chart - and a popular song might be played as many as 30 or 40 times a day. Radio stations began to influence record sales, which resulted in increased competition for spots on the playlist (The Evolution of Popular Music, n.d.). With this we saw the ever increasing demand for music in households, clubs, bars and venues worldwide as music was played and broadcasted for entertainment to the masses. Although poor sounding records made using shellac were invented in the first few decades of the 20th century, it was the introduction of vinyl records in the 1930s that this format became hugely popular, and a real money maker. Through to the 1970s, vinyl records remained the dominant format for selling music to fans - however this was about to change upon the improvement of the sound quality on cassette tapes, meaning their sound quality rivalled that of vinyl records. ABBA’s ‘The Visitors’ became the first commercially released music compact disc in 1981, and by the early 1990s, CDs had become the dominant format (The History of Music Distribution, 2020). Albums and CD’s were all the rage for a period of time, with artists selling record numbers and music distribution shops such as HMV thriving.

Through this period of time up until the 1990’s, music distribution was very much based around the buying and selling of physical music, but this was soon about to change upon entering the digital era of music distribution. There was a rapid change as computers and digital devices were brought into play, and ultimately consumers began the illegal streaming and free downloading of music. Napster jump-started this ‘trend’ back in the 90s, pirating content and making it available online, producing a generation of listeners who essentially didn't see the monetary value of music because they were able to download it for free (Gerber, 2017). This is a strong example of how quickly the music industry turned from a product to a service, as this generation of consumers rapidly turned their backs on purchasing physical copies of music, and streaming took hold of the industry. Napster was invented by Shawn Fanning, and was a file sharing service that allowed users to download and share music without compensating the recognized rights holders. Despite Napster being fairly quickly sued by the music industry establishment - leading to its eventual shutdown of the service - there soon came a string of other increasingly sophisticated services that would follow suit. This led to a battle between the music industry and these services, with piracy services such as Limewire and Pirate Bay taking the lead on illegal music downloads. By the end of 2013, the sales of physically distributed recorded music (e.g., cassettes, CD, vinyl) measured in unit sales, were back at the same relatively low levels of the early 1970s (Wikstrom, n.d.). This is a hugely negative impact on an incredibly lucrative industry that was at its highest point ahead of the digital takeover. The piracy of music continues right through to today, however streaming services such as Spotify and Apple Music have helped to reduce the figures of pirated music globaly. Spotify was founded by Daniel Ek and Martin Lorentzon in 2006, starting out as a small start-up in Stockholm, Sweden. The platform was developed with the intention of diminishing the ever growing piracy problem that the music industry faced (How Spotify Came To Be Worth Millions, 2018). When Spotify officially launched two years later, they offered music fans a free service with advertising, with the offer to upgrade to an ad free service for £10 per month. Music piracy costs the music industry millions each year, so Daniel and Martin hoped to compensate the music industry through their service - and that they did. Although users of Spotify were not matching what musicians would be earning through physical sales, this was a way for the industry to start clawing back a small sum of the masses of money that was lost (and continues to be lost) through the illegal downloading and distribution of music.

Streaming services today mean people have their favourite artists at the tips of their fingers almost 24/7 through the use of electronic devices such as ipads and mobile phones. This readily available musical offering very much contributes to the changing of the music industry from a product to a service. Amy X. Wang wrote in an article for Rolling Stone in 2019 that:

“In 2018, ‘Best Buy’ decided to stop selling CDs, with the change partly brought on by record labels’ increasing reluctance to even issue them. Both choices are symptoms as well as causes of a seemingly inevitable trend: Buying music is now going out of style nearly as fast as streaming music is rising.
In 2018, album sales fell 18.2 percent from the previous year and song sales fell 28.8 percent, according to U.S. year-end report figures from data company BuzzAngle, which tracks music consumption. Meanwhile, total on-demand music streams, including both audio and video, shot up 35.4 percent. Audio on-demand streams set a new record high in 2018 of 534.6 billion streams, which is up 42 percent from 2017’s 376.9 billion streams… Of all the music that U.S. fans listened to last year, 77 percent was through music-streaming services like Spotify and Apple Music, while 17.3 percent of that was through album sales and 5.7 percent through the sales of singles, according to BuzzAngle’s tally. Those numbers in 2017 were 66 percent, 24.6 percent and 9.3 percent, respectively.”

These are alarming figures and a clear nod to how streaming services have completely overhauled the music industry in terms of sales figures and distribution, along with how record labels choose to distribute their artists' music in terms of physical products versus digital. The age of the CD came and went in rapid succession, despite them being sold still to this day, their sales rapidly peaked then went into decline upon the introduction of digital music.

Another avenue to explore when discussing the potentials of the industry having changed from a product to a service sector, is the change in how consumers purchase tickets to gigs. Where hopeful event attendees might have once flocked to local box offices to purchase tickets, there are now a host of online ticketing platforms - once again - at the tip of your fingers through the use of mobile devices. Tickets are all digital and not physical, as is the process of scanning the tickets when it comes to the event day itself. This has made attending events far easier for the general public, and also made the job of selling tickets far easier for those hosting an event through everything being online and easily accessible. Although this has had a more positive impact on the music industry than the streaming and piracy previously mentioned, this is still another example of how the industry has gone from a product, to a service - with online ticketing companies dedicated to music events monopolising the ticketing industry, almost totally wiping the traditional box offices out in the process. 

Further examples of how new technology has impacted the music industry are areas such as graphic design for the creation of album artwork or single covers. Design was once all done by hand, each piece usually being totally unique to the other. Nowadays design is almost always done digitally, through the use of technologies such as Adobe InDesign and Photoshop. There are even artificial intelligence softwares available that can do the work for you should you really wish. You are now able to access designers across the world through the use of online technology, and collaborate on projects through the internet - both of which are things that were beyond our wildest dreams even a short time before the birth of the digital era. Technology has drastically changed the music industry in many ways, through the digital revolution we most definitely have witnessed the transition from product to service sectors.

To summarise, this essay has looked at how new technologies have transformed the music industry from a product sector to a service sector. This critical analysis explores a number of examples of how technology has aided this change in sectors for the music business. The most prominent example being the purchasing and accessibility of music through the use of streaming services, with other examples such as ticketing and design to further back up my argument. 
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