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Introduction


This book grew out of a need to understand a rapidly changing business and a belief that the way forward for independent musicians lies in understanding both traditional principles and contemporary methods of marketing. Talent, ambition and luck are all still important of course, but as the business changes, indie musicians find themselves in an unprecedented position: they are now, more than ever, in the driver’s seat with regard to controlling the distribution and marketing of their music. But though they may be in the driver’s seat, not everyone’s car is equipped with an engine, so it may not be all that optimistic an outlook. Unless…


Unless we make sure we have a good well-tuned engine, a roadmap, and yes, we will still need a seat belt, because the ride can get a little wild. To complete the automotive analogy, the engine is sales and the roadmap is marketing. If musicians are unable to sell their music, they cannot earn a viable living and ultimately they will be unable to continue making music as a career. But as is the case for every business, simply making a product, in this case music, and offering it to the public for sale is seldom a path to success. Marketing is what creates sales, yet independent musicians typically are not experts in marketing. However, due to the changes in the music business, most are now in a position where they must handle a good portion, if not all, of their marketing activities.


Over the last decade and more, as I taught music business and marketing classes, marketed music for my own label and consulted for other businesses to help with their marketing, I began to see where the independent music business had some serious gaps in knowledge. Both my musician students and business clients had many of the same questions, and many of them centered around how to find the right balance of traditional marketing techniques with today’s emphasis on digital and online marketing. In the case of my musician students, many had no understanding of the real concepts behind marketing. And while my clients from other industries usually had a better understanding of traditional marketing techniques, they were a little lost in the online marketing universe. It seemed that somewhere in the middle we might find some real answers.


So this book is the result of seeking the answers to marketing questions that were troubling the independent music world. Its purpose is to help indie musicians achieve a balanced approach to music marketing; one that is grounded in sound marketing concepts and tried and true methods, and one that puts these to use in the new digital marketplace. When you peer behind the scenes a little bit, you usually find that there are indeed answers to the pressing questions of the business. Things that succeed usually succeed for a very good reason, and that reason is often marketing. To be sure, the business is still evolving, and both our questions and answers must evolve as well. But the principles of marketing are timeless. We just have to learn them and find the right way to use them in the time and circumstances in which we live.




The State of the Music Business Today


The Current Situation


The average independent musician, that is, a musician without a major label or publishing contract, struggles to earn a living even in the best of times. Those lucky enough to be salaried musicians, such as music directors or staff composers, earn an average salary of about $35,000 a year. Of the roughly 250,000 or so who list themselves as musicians on their tax returns, 40 percent are employed only part-time, and almost half are self-employed. About 85% of all CDs released every year sell fewer than 100 copies, and most musicians will never be able to earn a full time living from the music business. It doesn’t really sound like the best business to be in, does it? On the other hand, in May of 2012, without any major label support, independent musician Amanda Palmer raised $1,192,793 (in thirty days!) from fans and supporters through “crowdfunding” on Kickstarter.com. That same month, thousands of good musicians struggled to pay the rent. Clearly, for many musicians, there is a problem here, yet a handful seem to have found a goldmine.


There are so many terrific musicians who don’t have the backing of a major label or the privilege of superstardom. What enables one of these musicians to pull in over a million dollars in a month, while so many others muddle along for years barely earning a living wage? There is no simple answer, but if I had to choose one factor, it would be marketing. Not talent, not luck, not money. Marketing. Unfortunately, most musicians don’t understand what marketing is. Now I don’t mean to discount talent, luck, or money. You’ve got to have some talent to make it, and luck probably doesn’t hurt, but as the old saying goes, “luck favors the prepared” and musicians need to prepare more than ever before. To succeed in this business, you have to first understand the rules. It would be nice to believe that there aren’t any, but in fact there are. The good news is that The New Rules of Music Marketing is here to help.


With a difficult economy and the music business rapidly changing, the indie musician’s job is even more difficult than it was just a few years ago. Reliable information that helps your career is not only hard to find, but it is hard to interpret, and few musicians have degrees in business or marketing. So even with talent and a quality product, it is likely that most musicians don’t know enough about the business to be fully responsible for their own success.


The industry’s yearly numbers are certainly not encouraging. For example, Billboard magazine reports that the number of new CD releases has been dropping each year: from 106,000 units in 2009, to 96,000 in 2010, and 75,000 in 2011. That last period represents a 22 percent drop in new releases. Articles reporting the drop in industry revenue abound and horror stories about the effects of digital piracy are commonplace. In fact, of the 75,000 albums released in 2011, only about 1,200 sold more than 10,000 copies, and more than 60,000 sold fewer than 100 copies. Please read that line again and let it sink in a bit. I will even make it easy for you:


Of the 75,000 albums released in 2011, only about 1,200 sold more than 10,000 copies, and more than 60,000 sold fewer than 100 copies.


However, there is encouraging news as well. While sales of physical CDs are falling precipitously, sales of digital singles are increasing at an enormous pace and there are more opportunities and distribution channels for independent musicians than ever before. According to the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA), legal downloads of digital singles are up 10.9% and digital album downloads are up around 14% this past year (2012). Furthermore, digital performance royalties paid to musicians and copyright owners for music broadcasts on satellite, Internet and cable TV music stations are up about 17.2% in the same period.


The old business is suffering, but take heart because new opportunities are arising. The real problem in the music community is not only that quality information is difficult to obtain (try finding those statistics I cited above), it is also difficult to interpret and shape into a usable, plain English marketing plan that yields tangible results to your bottom line. If major labels with highly paid marketing and accounting teams are struggling with this fluctuating business model, what hope is there for the independent musician or small music enterprise with little or no business acumen? Independent musicians work hard to hone their music skills and have little time or propensity for the business side of music, although there is mounting evidence that they must fend for themselves in the business arena, at least in the early part of their careers. The Do-It-Yourself (DIY) movement has a strong hold on the independent music business as musicians are aware that it is not very likely (nor even desirable) that they will hand their destiny over to a major label to catapult them to stardom. But can you really do it yourself? Not without at least a little help. At a minimum, we all need easy-to-understand information that can be used to help navigate the changing business and make intelligent, actionable decisions.


The Do-It-Yourself (DIY) movement has a strong hold on the independent music business as musicians are aware that it is not very likely (nor even desirable) that they will hand their destiny over to a major label to catapult them to stardom.


While you don’t have to run out and get your MBA, you need to obtain at least some expertise on the business side of music, particularly in the area of marketing and promotions. According to a recent article in Management Decision by Paul Oliver, the DIY musician needs to become adept in three areas: artistic process, managerial skill, and information technology (Oliver, P. G. (2010). The DIY artist: issues of sustainability within local music scenes. Management Decision, 48(9)). Artistic process is beyond the scope of this book. But most of us are OK in that area already, and fortunately, artistic expression is something that has value in the marketplace. In the independent music business, a good portion of the managerial skill mentioned above centers around marketing and promotions, and information technology is the predominant channel for these endeavors. So it appears Oliver has a good point.


Outside of the music business, when a start-up or existing company hires a marketing consultant or tasks its marketing team with creating a marketing plan, one of the first things that should be done is an industry analysis. This is typically an overview of the industry in which you are operating, although there are other components that can get a bit more detailed as you zero in on specifics. You cannot create a viable marketing plan without a strong understanding of the industry you work in, and that typically includes an understanding of the history, the current situation, the possible future scenarios and the forces and issues that are shaping the business.


It is not enough to simply understand that you are in the music business – that much should be obvious. It is essential that you have more knowledge than that. Do you know the stats for CD sales over the last several years? What about digital singles? Do you know who sells the most music in the U.S.? Do you really understand how the internet affects your business both positively and negatively? What about publishing – long considered the most important part of the business? Do you understand your competition? Do you understand your customers? These are some of the questions you need to have ready answers for as you move forward in this business. Remember, “hope” is not a business plan (more about that later). If you want to carve out your slice of success in this business, you have to think like a businessperson as well as a musician. As you go through this book, you will learn what marketing is all about and how to apply it to the business of music. To make sure that you have a proper perspective, we’ll start with a little history lesson, and then we’ll follow up with the industry analysis.


Historical Background


If we skip over a few thousand years of music history, say from when the first caveman (cavewoman?) orchestra banged rocks and sticks together, right up to the early 1900s, we’ll be ignoring some great music and untold developments in composition, instruments, style, notation, and so much more. But for the purposes of this book and your education as a music marketer, we’re focusing on the history of recorded music; the invention of recording devices was the biggest game-changer since the invention of notation. While we can actually trace the advent of the recording industry to the invention of the piano rolls and other cylinders that reproduced music, it was Thomas Edison’s invention of the phonograph in 1877 that was a seminal point in recording technology. (Incidentally, the piano roll is where we get the term Mechanical Royalty, since composers were paid for the mechanical reproduction of their music.)


Initially, it was thought that the phonograph would be sold to businessmen, government agencies and courts for recording legal proceedings. It was not until a bit later that the device was adopted by the music business of the time. In 1899, coin-operated phonographs began to appear in arcades, with a limited selection of pre-recorded songs. The public was hooked, and the idea that the average household might actually buy one of these things caught the attention of a number of enterprising businessmen. Within a few short years, several million records (initially, discs made of hard rubber) had been sold, and everyone who was anyone had a phonograph machine to play their favorite music on.


Try to imagine how new and different this was. Prior to the appearance of the phonograph, if you wanted to hear some music, you had to go see it performed live. Aside from traditional folk musicians, most concerts were the domain of chamber or municipal orchestras performing the works of the great composers of the day. Remember in the late 1800s composers like Chopin, Liszt and Tchaikovsky (who died in 1893) were still contemporary names. But as the century turned, tastes turned with it, and the listening public started to gravitate toward singers and shorter songs. Most of the popular singers, like Eddie Cantor and Al Jolson, did not write their own songs. They just sang. This was true then, it was true before then, and it is still true now. In fact, a 2013 article in Billboard noted that fewer than 5% of today’s hit songs are composed solely by the artists who sing them.


With the rise of the phonograph and the change in musical tastes, there was a pressing new need for songwriters. To answer this need (remember that word – “need” – it will be central to our marketing discussions), a whole new crop of songwriters arose. Initially, this was a bunch of folks in New York’s Tin Pan Alley (originally West 28th Street between Fifth and Sixth Avenues) and the Brill Building (1619 Broadway, at 49th Street), sitting in rooms with pianos, writing dozens of tunes. These were songwriters of the golden age of music publishing, which pretty much ended in the ‘50s or ‘60s when artists more commonly wrote and recorded their own material. But for the first half of the twentieth century, artists like Bing Crosby and Frank Sinatra and the crooners and warblers who preceded them typically did not write their own songs. The hit songs that we came to know as the Great American Songbook were written by songwriters affiliated with music publishers, who were the businessmen of the developing music business. The writers were essentially employees of the publishers, and it was the publisher’s job to get the songs into the hands of famous artists and their managers or record labels. Hopefully, the result would be a recording, a smash hit, and buckets of money for everyone. The publishers typically retained ownership of the song, at least for a period of time, as dictated by the U.S. copyright laws.


Tin Pan Alley was the center of the popular music universe from around 1890 or so up until the 1930’s, and many would say until the 1950’s, when rock and folk singers really began writing their own music in earnest.


West 28th Street in Manhattan was originally considered to be the physical location, but the term soon became a generic designation for any concentrated area of publishers within a major city. So you will find the term used elsewhere, like on Denmark street in London.


The origin of the term is not 100% certain, but the story is that it was a derogatory term describing the sound of dozens of “song pluggers” playing cheap pianos as akin to banging pots and pans in an alley.


Dozens of great American songwriters including Irving Berlin, George M. Cohan, George and Ira Gershwin and more were part of Tin Pan Alley.


The legal side of the picture looked something like this: The record company would pay the publishing company a per-unit fee, typically just a few cents, for each copy of the recorded song that was sold or distributed. This fee was called a Mechanical Royalty (referenced above and stemming from the first reproductions of music being for piano rolls). The fee paid for the Mechanical License, the actual document granting the right to use the music. The publisher would then split this fee 50/50 with the writer of the song. If the writer and publisher had several songs on a record, or the “B” side of a single as well, there would be fees for each song. To a great degree, this changed in the ‘60s with the rise of rock music and folky singer-songwriters who composed their own self-reflective songs and often formed their own publishing companies. Also at this time, some new jazz composers were gaining notoriety, and their compositions were finding a place in the public ear along with the already accepted works of jazz greats like Duke Ellington. However, for many successful pop singers, then as today, not writing their own material was and is the typical way to go.


This set-up worked fine from the 1960s well into the 1990s, although there were signs that there would be sweeping changes to come. Everyone was making loads of money and the business was thriving. There were still dozens of substantial labels and extravagant budgets for recording, touring and other indulgences of questionable legality. Then the digital revolution quietly began, first with cassette tapes (which, although not digital, were the seed for what was to come), then CDs, and then the explosion of digital formats like mp3’s, and, of course, the internet.


It was largely because the internet changed access to distribution methods that the business quickly began to deteriorate. The big labels will scream and shout about piracy and file sharing, but that was only one element in a business that had taken a major evolutionary step. The customers’ ability to access music had changed, and their needs changed along with it. The revolution had little to do with the music itself. The new needs were affordability (most folks were tired of the $18.99 CDs), ability to access music on various devices, and the customers’ need to choose how, when and where they made their purchases. Coinciding with this change was a movement away from major radio station playlists replaying the same tired rotation over and over – squeezed in between more and more commercials – with music choices and formats (to some extent) decided by the advertisers.


There are excellent sources of information about the huge changes in the music business if you a want to explore this topic a little further (which I would heartily encourage), so crank up your favorite search engine and have at it. One of the better books is The Future of Music: Manifesto for the Digital Music Revolution by David Kusek and Gerd Leonhard. But for now, we have a snapshot of how the industry arrived at its current state. Now we’ll take a somewhat closer look at this industry itself before plunging into the essence of marketing.


Industry Analysis


There are several companies that write and publish reports on hundreds of industries from farming to furniture making and yes, even the music industry. These reports are used by investors and researchers when seeking high-level views of an industry, perhaps to decide whether to embark on a new venture or make an investment somewhere. The reports typically include information about industry activities, revenue, rates of growth or decline, key players, and outside factors that affect industry participants. IBIS World publishes several good reports that are specifically about the music industry including the following: Major Label Music Production in the U.S., Independent Label Music Production in the U.S., Global Music Production and Distribution, Music Publishing in the U.S., and Performing Arts in the U.S. While we may think of all these as part of the same industry, it is very helpful to break them up into smaller sub-industries, because there really are major differences in how the participants operate and what the future of the specific segment of the industry holds. These reports can be quite expensive, often over $1,000, but you may be able to access them on your own through your local library or if you are enrolled in college or university. Some companies even have subscriptions, so if you have a day job, perhaps you can check with your employer.
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