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Critically evaluate how new technology has turned the music industry from a product to
a service sector

Introduction

Inan ever changingsociety thatis largely thanksto the rapid developments in technology, there
is no doubt that the music industry has evolved its production outputs along with these
advances, however there is indeed argument that the music industry has always been a service
sector. Recorded music has taken a variety of forms, from phonographs to vinyl records,
cassette tapes to CDs, and now the digital stream and download (Wall Street Journal 2018), the
product itself has always been more than just that — a product. Former President of Capitol
Records UK, Nick Raphael, explains part of their A&R process as finding the talent that can
produce the songs that will become ‘the soundtrack to your lives’ (in The Economist 2016).
That notion is what frames this argument that music has never simply been a product to
purchase but, for the consumer, a service to their emotions and experiences. As well as this,
technology has allowed for the narrative of the industry as a whole to have been switched; new
technology now allows the consumer to dictate to the major labels what they want to listen to,
rather than the other way round. This essay will therefore focus on the journey that music has
taken and investigate in further detail the way in which technology has created these new
narratives, including a focus on how technology also serves musicians themselves. This will
be explored through the lens of algorithms and data metrics to discuss how these inform major
labels as well as being an aid to independent artists, also considering the advantages and
disadvantages of social media. Case studies with an independent singer and a new technology
company will also be used to analyse this.

The Music Industry and Developments in Technology

In Wall Street Journal’s (2018) YouTube video From Phonographs to Spotify: A Brief History
of the Music Industry, they explain that ‘streaming is almost entirely responsible for getting the
industry back on track’ —alludingto the free file-sharingscandal caused by Napster in the early
00s that severely disrupted the music industry. However, what is interesting to note is that they
refer to products such as the cassette tape as ‘new technology’, as, by today’s standards, this
would notbe considered ‘technology’ (Wall Street Journal 2018). They also mentionthe launch
of the 1980s music video TV channel, MTV, which added another layer to the service thata

singer provides which is ‘the ability to offer a whole artistic package’ (Wall Street Journal
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2018). Even though both these milestones are pre the digitalisation of music, what they did do
is staple two services that technology seeks to advance on today — the convenience factor and
the ‘full package’ artist. With cassette tapes enabling people to listen to music in their cars, this
founded the mindset of convenience for the music consumer. The way new technology has
advanced on thisis viamultiple ‘on-demand’ systems of streaming with vast global catalogues.
MTYV providing artists with a reason to think of their ‘image’ has also lent to modern day uses
of social media. The consumer of music doesnotjust wantto know abouttheir favourite artist’s
songs butalso what they are doing and what they are wearing. Instagram stories and TikTok
videos allow the consumer to feel connected to the artist and receive constant consumption of

them.

As a biproduct of this advancement in voyeuristic access to artists has also come the ability for
an unsigned musician to become a ‘viral’ music sensation without the help of a major label.
With a ‘mind-numbing array of unbundled offerings’ for musicians to be able to produce,
write, distribute and market their work, technology has offered a service that never existed

before to musicianswho want to make themselves heard (Miller 2020).
Social Media and “Viral’ Music Sensations

The main online system that has helped an independent artist make a name for themselves
without a label is social media. According to econsultancy.com, ‘two-thirds of social media
users’ use the system as a tool for music discovery (Cole 2019). There are even specifically
created websites such as Patreon and Bandcamp that enable musicians to connect with and
benefit directly from their fans (Cole 2019). With the ability for an artist to create their own
‘full artist package’ and connectdirectly to their followers, the social media popstar is now
able to grow their own popularity which, in turn, attracts labels. However, with this knowledge
comes an obsession over becoming ‘viral’, sometimes superseding the quality of music that an
artist creates. Technology now provides a musician, or indeed anyone, with all they need to
make and release music into the world, with the marketing service that social media provides
being their tool to garner attention. In turn, the attention they receive services a label’s A&R
team into being alerted what is popular right now and therefore who their next big signing
could be. However, Disney Music Group’s A&R exec Mio Vukovic explains the dangers of

trusting viral moments:
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“It seems like people are signing these artists and they’re screeching to a red light.
Because perhaps this artist isn’t even equipped to have the talent to repeat this event

that’s happened.” (Vukovic in Resnikoff 2022b)

The power of the viral moment established on social media is what creates the ‘major label
biddingwar’ (Vukovic in Resnikoff2022b), butitmustalso be noted thatthere can be an ‘over-
reliance’ on technology that can in turn ‘affect the quality of the music produced’ (Deaux
2017). This therefore poses the question whether labels are losing sight of their judgement
regarding the A&R process due to the sheer ability that an artist has to control their own destiny
via social media, perhaps neglecting their ‘old-fashioned’ method of using their own expertise
on talent and sell-ability. Vukovic’s comments imply that perhaps the industry now being
dictated to by social media, and thus homing in on one viral moment that an artist achieves, is
not necessarily a valid reason for labels to make signing decisions. They perhaps neglect to
consider how technology has made it so easy for artists to produce their own music and
therefore whether the quality of it is worth signing, just because an audience likes it in that
moment. This may be down to the reliance that the majors now have on the streaming industry,
having needed to re-evaluate their revenue streams with the diminishment of physical product
sales (Wikstrom 2023). What this dependence has created therefore is a switch of the
‘hierarchical ladder’— with listeners being able to choose what music to listen to as quickly as
they are able to type out the song name, major labels are learning what consumers like rather
than ‘holding the monopoly over the content that reaches listeners’ and thus dictating to them
what they should like (Venkateshwaran 2022).

Data Analysis and Algorithms — Information Service

The way in which labels become aware of what is popular is through the powerful technology
of algorithms. ‘Algorithms in their simplest form are a set of rules that can act to generate the
desired output’ (Brees 2023). Many DSPs now use these to deliver music to listeners based on
their preferences and, the more listeners engage with what the algorithms deliver, the more it
gets sent to others which then creates the ‘viral’ moment or the number of streams that,
nowadays, give an artist credibility. Artists and labels also use this knowledge to determine the
likelihood of their releases being picked up by said algorithms. Some artists are now releasing
very long albums to ‘increase the likelihood’ that at least one of these songs is ‘picked up by
the algorithms’ and ‘placed into fan-favourite playlists’ (Cole 2019). Equally, with Instagram’s

‘stories’ and TikTok’s minimal-length videos, attention spans are weakening, with content
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(including music) needing to grab a consumer’s interest almost instantaneously. Therefore,
artists now also release shorter songs in order to ‘increase the chances thata play [...] will help
them accumulate equivalent sales quicker’ (Cole 2019). This example illustrates as well that
music being produced and delivered nowadays is not only done from a creative perspective but
with the knowledge that technology can dictate the success of a song. Therefore, music
production is now being considered in terms of what the consumers’ needs are in order to

service their social media requirements, for example.

However, the most intelligent way that technology can inform a label on an artist’s potential is
via data collection and interpretation. Data collection websites such as Chartmetric and
Soundcharts both obtain datafromall listening platforms and social media profiles in order to
group statistics that teaches the reader about locations that artist is most popular in, the
demographics of the typical listener as well as comparing them to similar artists. Sites like
these inform labels where to place an artist’s nextrelease as well as how bestto marketan artist
as they would gain an understanding of their listener demographic. Chartmetric is now also
available to artists themselves which provides another tool for a musician to be able to make it
on their own (Resnikoff 2022a).

Expertmarketeer Seth Godin statesin his 1999 book Permission Marketing ... that ‘the internet
is the greatest direct marketing medium ever invented’ (Godin:1999, p155). Whatis interesting
about this statement written before the turn of the century is that Godin could not know at that
point how the advancements in the internet could validate his statement, however simply
applying his theories to modern technology is what proves it: ‘in order to build a thriving
content site, you must offer news[...] or truly customized data’ (Godin:1999, p149). This was
advice given to internet novices however it is one that modern social marketing campaigns
thrive on. Itis this constant presentation of news that social media platforms allow for that aids
an artist to connect with their audience. Itis the customized data that allows the artist to know
who their audience is. Chartmetrics provides this opportunity for an artist to truly understand

their audience in order to engage with them in a way that feels personal.

With so much at hand for a musician to achieve success on their own, it now seems that it is
more ‘an artist’s decision to partner with a label [as] a choice, notarequirement’ (Miller 2020).
Technology providing the independent artist the opportunity to control their own destiny poses

the question of whether more and more artists may eventually choose to decline a record
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contract, developing their own understanding of the internet and technologies that allow them

to achieve similar success to signed stars.
Case Study: Technology & The Independent Artist vs. Being Signed

Pre-internet, aspiring popstars ‘dreamed about being able to sign a contract with a record label’
(Wikstrom 2023) — the main reason for this may be because there simply was no other way of
getting your music heard. YouTuber ‘Big Z’ explains how the advancements in technology
have enabled the cutting out of ‘middlemen’ and provided the opportunity for an artist to be
everythingin one (Big Z 2022). Therefore, technology has now made it possible for artists to
have asustainable music career withoutthe help ofalabel. Musician Louise Golbey has worked
as an independent artist for a number of years and has, in that time, had conversations with
different labels but made the conscious decision to refuse deals offered to her, as they weren’t
right for her (Golbey 2023) (Appendix 1). Speaking of being approached by an independent
label, Golbey stated that what the label was offering was work that she was able to do, and was
already doing herself, and so her expectations of the label were much higher than perhaps what
they would’ve been pre-internet (Golbey 2023). Golbey explains that social media is the
‘biggest tool as an independent artist” and its main benefit is being able to ‘have control’ of it
(Golbey 2023). Technologies such as video editing tools also save her, and other independent
artists, the expense of everythinginvolved in a music video release as well (Golbey 2023).
Golbey is an excellent demonstration of how technology has enabled her to choose her path as
a musician rather than simply accept the first deal offered to her. The service that technology
has provided her as a musician is the all-important control over her own music and online
presence; something that social media tools and access to other affordable tech-based tools

allows her to have, contrary to what she would have control over if she were signed.
Case Study: Un:Hurd - Digital Marketing App

As well as the tools mentioned above, new technology companies are also homing in on the
music industry, understanding that the independent sector is thriving and something that they
can build a business upon. While the uses of social media are prevalent, itis also becominga
minefield for an artist to navigate on their own, with the apps almost being a full-time job in
themselves. Alex Brees, CEO of a new app called Un:hurd, identified this need and used his
knowledge and work experience within technology to build a platform that uses both data and
algorithms to assist a musician with understanding how best to market their work. Brees states

that ‘Un:hurd’s technology replaces the traditional marketing agency requirement’ (2023)
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(Appendix 2). He explains how his role ‘within the automotive-tech industry as a Trading
Analyst [allowed him] to understand how to use big data to inform smart marketing decisions’
(Brees 2023). The app provides suggested playlists for an artist to submit to, based on their
genres and current data, as well as using information from the artist’s social media platforms
to suggest other ways of using those apps to reach further potential. Brees and his app are an
excellentexample of how the traditional concepts of technology (i.e., data analysis) can merge

with the music industry to provide a service.
Conclusion

Upon conclusion of this analysis, it is clear that technology will continue to provide new
opportunities and services to the music industry as it continues to develop. While the main
advantage has been giving a platform to musicians who may never normally have found an
opportunity to get their music heard, the credibility of music produced and also the artists
getting signed from self-made popularity has definitely come into question. However,
technology’s service to independent artists has become invaluable and provides them with a
viable careerasan unsigned musician. Overall, the mostnotable shiftin service that technology
has provided for the consumer is providing them all the power. With this convenientand on-
demand service, for the consumer, continues and advances the main service that music has
always provided — that of soundtracking a key moment in someone’s life — and is one that will

always remain.

Word Count: 2470
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Appendix 1

Screenshots of email sent to me on 224 February 2023 from Louise Golbey in response to my
questions.

ny essay - Mes

File Mesgge Help
M- B0 96 5| Dmnuwes 8- B B | O | 5 | Qzo0m | -

Re: Questions for my essay

“ e .
o Louise Golbey <the_golb@hatmail com= < 3 Reply 2 Reply Al | = Forward

Ta Anna Cohen Wed 220252023 10:41

(i) wie: resmaved extra lne bresks fram tis message

Here we go - see below,
Hope it's ak!

sent from my iIPhone

»0On 21 Feb 2023, at 16:43, Anna Cohen <annarcohen2? @gmail.com> wrote

[S

> Hi Louise,

=

= Thank yeu for agreeing ta answer these guestions,

=

> 1) How long have you been releasing music independently and have you ever been part of discussions about publishing or record deals?

I have been releasing music independently since around 2008. | have had a couple of meetings with small publishers and labels in the past but nothing
came of them or they weren't right for me at the time from what | remember...

>

=

= 2} Please explain your decision making behind the above answer regarding whether you accepted/declined anything?

one particular publishing that approached me a long time ago wasn't very established at the time so felt like they wouldn't have been right to push my
miusic out. hd

Rec Questians fo

File Message Help
m -« = B8~ | © & = | & Markunread B5- - B~ - SO Find | 55 | Q Zoom | +v-
£l

Re: Questions for my essay

& L3 — . sae
@ Louise Golbey <the_golb@hotmail.com: & 7 Reply 3 Reply Al Farward
/2023 10541

Tor Anna Coben Wad 22/1
Cij Wiz remncved extra line broaks fromn this massage,
And more recently a company | was pitching music for sync with said they wanted exclusive rights to my songs - and would have taken a huge
percentage of the publishing without any guarantee of what they'd be able to do for my music:
lwanted to negotiate single song agreements for the tracks in question if they were chosen for those syncs. But it was an all or nothing situation. Also
we needed the co-writers on each track te be on board toa so it got cemplicated. (| can explain better in persenl)
>
= OR
>
= 2) If you have not been invelved in discussions about record deals, is this something you seek? If se, why? If not, why?
Iwould love te sign up to a publisher if | knew they would be able to get my musie to places | cannot reach mysell, le: syne opportunities- contacts ete |
hawe pitched my music for syne via non-exclusive platforms though,
with record labels - I'd be interested in signing to a label they have kudos and an in- house PR team / budget for each release. i've been approached by
small indie labels in the past where they would essentially act as a go between with the distributor and do the administrative side of releases - but |
realised that | already do all the admin myself and that unless they could bring the promation side of things to the table - it wouldn't have benefited
frem me. Obviously the bigger the labels the bigger PR opportunities can be available,
>
= 3] How has the internet and the development of social media advanced your career as an independent artist?
Social media is the biggest tool as an independent artist you can use and have contral of which is great. | love creating video content for my YouTube
channel and | do enjoy instagram. i have invested in social media marketing campaigns for my releases too on instagram and Facebook. Sometimes it can
be frustrating to have to keep up on all the platforms and be “doing the right thing' to get maore followers/ likes etc, And also hope that it correlates with
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MY essay e {Plain Taxt) [k a) = () =

File Mesﬁe Help
EI - B D" <__) «_:] —> '?ﬂ bark Unread EE* Fh - Flzv p Find E'ﬁv Q Zoom Lo

Re: Questions for my essay

) ) © Renly | € Repbr Al | = Forward | | *ve
@ Louise Golbey <the_golb@hotmail.com > = 3 Reply 3 Repty A mrward

To 0 Anna Cohen Wed 220273023 10:41
—~ ’
|1} We remaued extra line breaks from this message.

small indie labels in the past where they would essentially act as 2 go between with the distributer and do the administrative side of releases - but |
realised that | already da all the admin myself and that unless they could bring the promotion side of things to the table - it wiouldn't have benefited
from me. Obviously the bigger the labels the bigger PR opportunities can be available.

=

= 3) How has the internet and the development of social media advanced your career as an independent artist?

Social media is the biggest tool as an independent artist yow can use and have contrel of which is great. | love creating video content for my YouTube
channel and | do enjoy instagram, i have invested in social media marketing campaigns for my releases too on instagram and Facebook, Sometimes it can
be frustrating to have to keep up on all the platforms and be ‘doing the right thing’ to get more followers/ likes etc. And also hope that it correlates with
bringing people to my music.. which is obvs the main aim.

=

= 4} What technologies do you use as an independent artist? (i.e. DAWS,

= social media platforms, video editing etc.)

| use imovie for videa editing - although | often pay videographers to da my music videas if / when | have the budget. As want to try and have the most
professional content | can, | use instagram, twitter, facebook and YouTube, Im still yet to do the Tik Tok thing but not sure | have the energy and time to
tackle another platform and try and think of and create more content to get followers/ likes and engagement but | know i should!! Ha ha.

S

= Thank youl

=

= Anna
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Appendix 2

Screenshot of email sentto me on 27t February 2023 from Alex Brees, CEO of Un:Hurd, in

response to my questions.

2 Search

File Message Help

@ Delete ~ [=] Archive El Move ~ (___“ Reply «_.) Reply All — Forward I} Create Maw - EE Mark Unread EE“ Fh - F,:I_q" /':' Find Eéu q Joom aco
[

Re: questions far my essay
L " L "
@ Alex Brees <alex@unhurd co ks ) 3 Reply 3 Reply All ¥ Farward

o L Anna Cahen Men 270272023 (b

the=re are problems with how this message is displayed, dick here to view it in a web browser.
Click here to dawnkoad piciures. Ta hel pratect yaur privacy, Outlook prevent=d autcmastic downlced of same pictares in this message.

1) How has your experience and knowledge of technology been adapted ta your work within the music industry?

Prior to working in the music industry, | worked within the autometive-tech industry as a Trading Analyst. This role allowed me to understand how to use big data to inform smart marketing decisions for fast
growth businesses. This role equipped me with data-led marketing skills that | then wanted to apply to 2 role in an industry in which | was passionate - music.

2) How does Unchierd's technology act as a service ta independent artists?

unhurd's technology replaces the traditional marketing agency requirement. We use technology to turn an artists data into something that's digestible and actionable. We then provide the platform that
allows an artist to take action and implement the insights that our technology provides. For example, informing an artist of their key audience groups and then allowing them to reach them using social media
advertising.

3) How dao you think algorithms help with informing an artist about their muskc?

Our algorithms are what power the app. Algorithms in their simplest form are a set of rules that can act to generate the desired cutput. Our algorithms ingest an artists data and create actionable insight for

artists based on a specific set of inputs. Algorithms can be used to inform anything from marketing strategy, through to quality of content and we plan on using them to streamline an artists creative,
distribution and promaotional process,
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