


Introduction

A brief history of less-modern methods of music consumption should be provided to accentuate the extent to which technology has affected the music industry and how music has been consumed. 

It all started with the phonograph, created by Thomas Edison in 1877. Prior to that people could only listen to their favourite songs if someone happened to be playing them live nearby.  In the 1890s, there was a huge shift to flat compact discs which can be considered the precursor to the vinyl records and CDs that we know today (Albright,2015).
The next significant shift in music consumption was in the early 1900s. Prior to that public radio stations did not play music in the fashion that it does today. Radio developed into the first electronic mass medium (Sterling, n.d.) which also fuelled the growth of vinyl records.The original Sony Walkman player (1979) 


In the 1960s another monumental piece of music technology was created by Philips that revolutionised the way in which people could consume music. This product was the compact cassette, also known as a cassette tape. It was also released with a device that could play and record onto the cassettes. By the start of the 70s most cars featured cassette players and it was the main way of consuming music. They changed the industry as they were much more compact than previous tapes/disks and were significantly more portable once the Sony Walkman was created in 1979. 

Cassette tapes continued through the 1980s as the most popular method of listening to music until the early 90s, when the use of CDs began to become widespread. The first CD to be commercially released was The Visitors, an album by Swedish pop group Abba in 1982 (BBC, 2007) 
CDs were created, once again by Philips, as an alternative to vinyl where listeners could hear at least sixty minutes of music and there was no requirement to flip the disc over. Although cassettes were also very compact, you could not skip directly to specific songs like you can with CDs. Use of CDs to consume music exploded throughout the 80s and 90s with the aid of portable CD players and the increased use of computers. Despite slow initial sales, CD sales overtook cassette sales by 1989. By 2004, global sales of CDs had reached approximately 30 billion units and 200 billion by 2007 (BBC, 2007). 

One key moment in the music’s history that deserves a mention is the creation of the broadcast channel MTV in 1981. It emphasised the necessity for stars to have a marketable visual brand. Michael Jackson and Madonna both benefitted from MTV in becoming megastars (Caramanica, 2005). It set a precedent for the performers of today.




The Digital Age

The increased use of CDs can be seen as the beginning of the shift towards the digital age and a service-based means of consuming music. MP3 and increased technology capabilities were the next step towards shifting the music landscape.  

The 1990s were the start of the digitisation of the music industry and MP3s played a big part in that. Consumers could now have access to hundreds of digital tracks on their computers that could be transferred. The only downside was that they were chained to computers with no way of being used elsewhere (Ionescu,2009). That changed in 1997 when the first MP3 player entered the global market. They were nothing special compared to what we know today, early models could only store 6 or 12 songs. 
 
1999 was a crucial year for the music industry due to the creation of Napster, a decentralised file sharing platform that enabled users to share files (usually MP3 files) between one another (Britannica, 2022). It had been intended as a not-for-profit platform, but it had inevitably created a black market for songs and other files. Despite being a blessing to consumers, albeit illegal, Napster was detrimental to the music industry. Napster had so much power that it managed to reduced recording sales by 33% in 2000 (Obermaier, 2020). But this is not a surprise when, at their peak, they had approximately 80 million users (Gowan, 2002) and at one point had 1.57 million users simultaneously using the platform (Mahoney,2001). This would have caused record labels to lose a large amount of revenue through lack of licensing from Napster and song purchases from users.

Napster was only active for two years before a number of lawsuits forced it to stop its operations in 2001. Most notably by Metallica and Dr. Dre. Despite its initially detrimental short-lived run Napster made a mark in history and paved the way for future file sharing platforms like LimeWire and was the basis for iTunes which launched in 2003 (Lobner, 2015).

No Mp3 player dominated the market like the iPod in the 2000s. The first model was released three years later than the first MP3 player but had many attractive qualities that past models did not. It had a significantly higher storage capacity, it could hold 5GB or 1000 songs, had a dedicated program (iTunes), and had a sleek, lightweight design. By 2008, the iPod controlled 48% of the MP3 market, with its closest competitor only holding 8% (Adner, 2012). iTunes, combined with the influence of Napster and Steve Jobs’ ingenuity, resulted in the development of the iTunes store which was released in 2003. The iTunes store was the only online store that sold tracks from all of the big five record labels (Langer, 2014). It also synchronised perfectly with the iPod and enticed people to purchase them. 

This was around the same time that CD sales had passed its peak and started to decline. The cassette tape was also completely phased out in 2003. It marked the proper start of the digital age of music as physical forms of music could not compete with the advancements in music technology. This can be seen on both graphs provided in appendix 1 and 2 (UK and US CD sales). Both markets peaked around the start of the millennium and has steadily declined since. By 2017, CD sales had decreased to levels seen in 1985 (Retro Manufacturing, 2018).

The last key date in the history of music consumption is 2005. The first major streaming platform, Pandora, entered the market. Pandora was the first major music streaming platform that offered a personalised algorithm-based service, similar to later services like Spotify. It was also one of the first platforms to offer a freemium service; users could listen to music for free with ad breaks or pay $10 for an ad-free experience (Gil, n.d.). The next major streaming platform to be created was Soundcloud in 2007. which used the same principles as Pandora but added a social aspect as users could comment and leave feedback on tracks.

2008 marked the creation of Bandcamp, a favourite for indie artists and producers, and, the global favourite, Spotify.  Like most new technology, Spotify had a slow uptake and actually made a loss of 4.4 million in its first year (Parsons, 2018) compared to the 9.67 billion euros that it made in 2021 (Gotting,2022). Spotify was a pioneer in offering a royalty-based payment system and revolutionised artists were paid through streaming. Since then many more competitors have entered the forefront. Apple created Apple Music, Amazon created Amazon Prime Music and then you have Deezer and Tidal. 

[image: Data shows the number of smartphone subscriptions has more than doubled  during the last five years / Digital Information World]The rise of streaming can be attributed to the rise of smartphones and app stores enabled previously web-based platforms to be accessed on the go. The iTunes and Android stores were both launched in 2008 to provide apps for the new generation of smart devices (Bosch, 2008). The famous streaming platforms created their own apps from 2011 to stay in line with Smartphone adoption rates and changing technology.Global Smartphone Uptake (2012-2023*)

The graph shows that smartphone adoption rates have steadily increased year on year, and this will have played a huge part in the shift to digital forms of consuming music. 

Music streaming platforms have come a long way since pandora’s inception in 2005 and the market looks different with the new competitors that have since entered. The platforms themselves are considerably more advanced and the algorithm used in their design has improved significantly.  Apps like Spotify enable access to whole albums from the tap of a button or screen, while also providing an extremely personalised experience for its users compared to other platforms which was unheard of only a few years before.

Streaming platforms are however not without their own issues. Over recent years they have come under scrutiny due to artists feeling like payments from the royalty system is too low or that they do not receive payment at all (Sweney and Kollewe, 2021). Streaming has also created other issues like the need for meticulous meta data.


YouTube and Social Media
 
One streaming platform that deserves a special mention is YouTube. YouTube initially had a degree of separation from the music industry as it was initially launched as a video hosting and streaming platform. However, over the years it has become a vital asset in the music industry as it is the main service for viewing artists’ music videos and also has created its own music streaming service, YouTube Music. YouTube has been key in helping musicians reach a wider audience, especially through special curator accounts such as Majestic Casual (although this has since been discontinued due to copyright issues). It has also helped sustain the need for music stars to develop visual brands and aesthetics rather than solely being a gifted singer. 

Social media is a technological advancement that has severely influenced the music industry despite not being directly related. It all starts with myspace, a social messaging site created in 2003 which had a focus on music and enabled users to share songs with one another. It became the most visited website in the world (Maryville University, n.d.) and helped launch the careers of stars like The Artic Monkeys, Lily Allen, and Little Dragon. Dr Dre even signed Janelle Monet to his label after discovering her on the site (Schneider, 2019) This was one of the first signs of how powerful social media was in creating new stars. 

Myspace had a relatively short-lived reign as Facebook was created in 2008 and soon overtook myspace as people’s social media platform of choice. Facebook was the first social media site that enabled artists and companies to properly engage with their fans and develop semi-personal relationships with them. Artists/Companies could create a page and post content in the form of statuses, pictures and videos that fans from around the world could interact with. It also helped artists and companies internationalise their fan bases.

In 2012, when Smartphone use was on the rise, the application Instagram was launched. Like Facebook it gave users the opportunity to get an even more personal look at people’s lives and is one of the main ways that the stars of today create bonds with their fans. Although Instagram is a great platform for the music industry, it has been criticized for exacerbating a large number of mental health issues and promoting drug use (Boyle, LaBrie, Froidevaux and Witkovic, 2016)

The most recent social media platform to change the industry is TikTok. TikTok has created a new wave of stars who have seen rapid rises to fame and gained huge followings on the app. A famous case is an artist called Pinkpantheress, who gained fame by sharing her songs on the app and now has achieved over 7.5m monthly listeners (Hirst, 2022). TikTok even get artists to do live performances that are streamed to viewers all around the world and help further increase their followings. This happened recently with a Spanish singer named Rosalia who did a unique live performance to promote her most recent album, Motomami (TikTok, 2022).

Conclusion
The change from physical to serviced based matches the shift to digital music consumption as there is no longer a physical product to sell, rather a digital service. Physical releases have significantly decreased since their heyday in line with the increasing digitisation of the world. NME (2021) however reported that vinyl sales are the highest they have been in 30 years. Vinyl records are especially popular pieces of merch nowadays despite the fact that many people do not even own a vinyl player. Record Store Day is a yearly event where record stores will release special edition vinyl and many people queue up for hours to purchase these, like many years ago. Some people even queue up the day before (Jackson, 2019). It shows that there is a shift back to more traditional methods of music consumption.
The final question to ask is what the possibilities for the future of the music industry are. One potential next step is virtual concerts and gigs. This has already been seen on Fortnite, TikTok and other platforms but has the potential to be much more popular, especially with the invention of the Metaverse and virtual reality capabilities.  One thing that is definite is that artists will have to continue to adapt in order to stay relevant.
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Appendices

 Appendix 1
 UK music landscape showing Vinyl, MC & CD
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Chart showing US CD sales (1983-2020)
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