
9
th
e
re
po
rt

ISSUE 385
16.03.16

revenues up 0.8% to $2.3bn.
You might think from this that all is rosy 

in the US music industry. But the RIAA half-
year figures included a sting in the tail; not 
only did the retail value of music fall 0.5% 
to $3.2bn in the first half of 2015, but the 
number of paid subscriptions also performed 
sluggishly compared to the previous year. 
From mid 2014 to mid 2015, paid music 
subscriptions in the US increased from 7.9m 
to 8.1m, far below the leap from 5.5m to 7.9m 
in the previous year. 

The RIAA didn’t speculate as to why this 
might be, but sources told music:)ally at the 
time that it could be linked to the sale of 

mobile subscription service Muve Music to 
Deezer in January 2015. At its peak, Muve 
had 2m subscribers who received the service 
bundled into their monthly mobile tariffs. 
After the Deezer acquisition, subscribers 
were faced with an extra $6 charge for the 
service and it seems likely that many will 
have opted out.

Against this, the RIAA’s full-year figures 
for 2015 will reflect the impact of Apple 
Music, which launched at the end of June 
2015. Apple had been initially cagey about 
user figures but it has confirmed 11m as of 
February, making it the second biggest player 
after Spotify. That’s a global figure for the 
100+ markets in which Apple Music operates 
but, given the historical strength of iTunes 
and the iPhone in the US, we can expect a 
significant chunk of these to be American.

An RIAA spokesperson says, “We have to 
wait and see what our 2015 year-end numbers 
look like since Apple Music launched on the 
very last day of our 2015 mid-year report. 
But we know that the streaming marketplace 
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It’s a cliché, but a merited one, that when the US music industry sneezes, 
the world catches a cold. Not only is the US the world’s largest music 
market, it also provides the majority of music companies and artist talent.

STATS 
� 
Population   318.9m
� 
GDP per capita  $56,300

 
Internet users  260.2m
� 
Broadband households  96.0m
� 
Mobile subscriptions  317.4m 
Active smartphones 270.1m 
Active tablets 125.3m
Sources: IFPI/CIA World Factbook
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It’s no surprise, then, that the global music 
industry has spent the last few years 
looking rather nervously at the performance 
of recorded music in the US, with revenues 

down a hefty 10.3% year-on-year in 2009 
and a further 3.8% in 2010 according to IFPI 
figures. Since then, though, things have been 
on the up, with small annual increases in 
revenue being driven by streaming.

This was a trend that continued into 2015, 
with the number of songs streamed in the 
US doubling last year – up from 164.5bn in 
2014 to 317.2bn in 2015 according to Nielsen. 
Stream equivalent albums – one of those 
peculiarly American ways of recording music 
consumption whereby 1,500 song streams 

equals one album – were up almost 93% year-
on-year at 211.5m.

At the same time, downloads were (as in 
many places in the world) slightly down. US 
digital track sales fell 12.5% to 964.8m units in 
2015, while digital albums fell 2.9% to 103.3m 
(that’s compared to a 9.4% fall in digital album 
sales from 2013 to 2014). Overall “album 
consumption units” were up 15.2% from 
476.9m in 2014 to 549.4m in 2015.

To find out about recorded music revenue 
you’ll have to wait until the RIAA announces 
its official market figures later this year, 
although the omens are tentatively promising: 
the most recent RIAA figures, for the first half 
of 2015, showed wholesale recorded music 

TOP 10 VIDEOS IN THE US ON VEVO
(week ending 28/02/2016)
01 RIHANNA – Work 14.4 m
02 ADELE – Hello 5.6 m
03 JUSTIN BIEBER – Sorry 5.3 m
04 ZAYN – Pillowtalk 5.0 m
05 DRAKE – Hotline Bling 4.3 m
06 JUSTIN BIEBER – Love Yourself 3.8 m
07 THE WEEKND – The Hills 3.6 m
08 SILENTO – Watch Me 3.4 m
09 BRYSON TILLER – Exchange (audio) 3.0 m
10 YO GOTTI – Down In The DM 2.9 m
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benefits from more competition, as a rising 
tide lifts all boats. So the entry of a major 
player in digital music into the streaming 
market has certainly raised awareness across 
the board about streaming, which is a great 
thing.”

Also joining Apple Music in the US 
marketplace in 2015 was Tidal, which launched 
at the end of March. Its first year of operation 
has been marked by a series of missteps, 
including a botched Rihanna album release. 
But the service’s recent Kanye West album 
exclusive sent the Tidal iOS app to the top 
of the US App Store charts and there have 
been claims that subscriber numbers have 
increased from 1m to 2.5m since the Kanye 
release (although many of them could be trial 
subscriptions).

This recent activity won’t be reflected 
in RIAA figures for 2015, of course. But the 
impact of Tidal, alongside the launch of Cür 
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Source: RIAA / Music Ally Datamap

RECORDED SALES
(Digital album and singles units vs
 physical CD units and music video units)
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We are very optimistic because 
Americans are hungry for music 
and the more ways they have to 

get it in the most convenient way 
for them, the better it will be for 

the industry”
James Donio, Music Business Assoc.

Music in January 2016, offering $2.99/$6.99 
a month price tiers, should be cause for 
optimism, reflecting an increasingly mature 
streaming market with a range of audio 
options and price points.

“More competition in the marketplace 
is good,” says James Donio, president of 
the Music Business Association. “The more 
options, the better for the consumer; some 
want high-end audio, some want streaming. 
It’s great to have so many formats available 
to customers so they can get music the way 
they want it.”

Donio says that the US digital music 
market has also been boosted by the release 
of The Beatles’ catalogue to streaming 
services on Christmas Eve 2015, as well as the 
proliferation of smartphones: data published 
by the Pew Research Centre in February 
found that 67% of Americans listened to 
music on their smartphones in 2015, up from 
53% in 2012. 

“Streaming is attractive to smartphone 
users who have limited space on their 
device,” Donio says. “In fact, some mobile 
carriers have instituted policies where music 
streaming services like Spotify and Pandora 
do not count toward a user’s data plan – like 
T-Mobile, Sprint, Virgin Mobile and Boost 
Mobile.”

The full impact of The Beatles, Kanye and 
Cür – as well as the closure of Rdio at the end 
of 2015 – on the US market will take a while 
to become clear. But with the vicious revenue 
declines of the late 2000s firmly in the past 
and streaming consumption on the rise, there 
is some positivity in the air.

“We are very optimistic because 
Americans are hungry for music and the 
more ways they have to get it in the most 
convenient way for them, the better it will 
be for the industry,” Donio concludes. “As 
more people subscribe to streaming services, 
revenue will increase, rising all boats.” :)


