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W 
hen the internet first came to public 
prominence in the mid 1990s, one 
of the common fears was that this 

new barrage of information would lead to 
humans becoming increasingly unsociable 
beings; ones who would rather sit in front 
of their computers, alone, than go out and 
make friends. The last 25 years may not 

have entirely disproved this theory, given 
how long we all spend glued to our screens; 
but the idea that the internet would make 
us into antisocial beasts has proved way off 
the mark, with communities springing up 
online, the reach and scope of which would 
be impossible in the real world. 

Music marketers have been quick to 

make the most of these opportunities, 
creating social media sites around which 
fans can congregate and where artists can 
speak directly to their followers. But recent 
years have seen marketers go a step further, 
launching online group events where fans 
can meet en masse to listen to music and 
interact with other fans in real time.

As ever, fashions in this area have 
changed. Twitter listening parties were once 
a popular way for bands to launch  
new records but have since slipped out 
of fashion, with new live video tools like 
Facebook Live taking up some of the slack. 
Similarly, two of the leading platforms for 
synchronous listening,  Turntable.fm and  
 Soundrop , closed a few years ago; but 
a new wave of group listening platforms 
including Stationhead, JoinMyPlaylist, Vertigo 
Music and JQBX has sprung up in their wake, 
while Vevo recently launched its Watch Party 
function, with the aim of getting people to 
watch music videos with their friends. 

The hope is that these new platforms, 
which are specifically designed for group 
listening, can offer the collaborative listening 
experience that many fans crave – but 
without the clunkiness of Twitter listening 
parties, which used the platform in a way 
it was never really intended. Anyone can 
use these new services to listen along with 

 A few years ago, Twitter “listening parties” caused a minor stir but quickly faded away as the  
 platform just wasn’t right for them. Turntable.fm and Soundrop came – and just as quickly went.  

 But a new wave of services – from Stationhead to Vertigo and JQBX – have stepped forward  
 to have another swing at this in an age where streaming is now the major part of consumption.  
 We speak to those trying to carve out a space here about what works, what doesn’t and where  

 everyone should be focusing their efforts in the coming years. 

THE RISE OF GROUP LISTENING

ONE CONGREGATION 
UNDER A GROOVE



friends, of course. But the most potent use 
in marketing terms will almost certainly be 
when artists get involved.

MUSIC BECOMES THE  
“FULCRUM OF ALL ACTIVITY”

Mark Hall, Vevo head of product, says that 
Watch Party could be used by artists to 
celebrate the launch of a new music video. 
“Anyone can start a Watch and share a URL 
to get others to join the party, so an artist 
could start a party with fans around a new 
video dropping, showcasing their catalogue 
or talking about their favourite videos and 
influences with their fans,” he explains.

Inge Andre Sandvik, co-founder of both 
Soundrop and  JoinMyPlaylist , adds, “It 
is going back to the old idea of the fan 
club and wanting a better connection 
and communication with your fans,” he 
says. “What is better than meeting them? 
Obviously head to head is the best, then on 
stage. But then there is online.” 

The fact that these new platforms are 
designed specifically around music, in a way 
that generalist social media sites are not, 
is also important, as it makes music the 
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develop their relations with their fans with 
commercial added value such as shows, 
merchandise and so on,” he says. “It is a nice 
way to upsell or cross-sell.” At the same 
time, labels can benefit from the user data 
that JoinMyPlaylist collects and shares, 
including user votes, reactions and saves.

 For the moment, much of this is  
 theoretical, with many of these new   
 services yet to be put to the test in  
 real-life marketing plans.  And yet the 
idea of using synchronous listening services 
for marketing is hardly untested. Soundrop 
hosted more than 450 artist events in its 
short life, teaming up with everybody from 
Orbital to Sigur Rós. The company also 
worked with EMI in 2012 to create a Spotify 
app for David Guetta that was described as 
“a social music party allowing fans to listen in 
real time with friends and take control of the 
playlist by voting for the next party track”.

The history of Turntable.fm, which 
shut in December 2013 after running into 
problems with licensing, also gives us several 
interesting examples of how online group 
listening can become a part of the marketing 
mix. Back in June 2011, Sir Mix-A-Lot DJed 
live on Turntable.fm to promote his new 

fulcrum of all activity. JQBX founder Jason 
Zigelbaum explains how this could work. 
“With JQBX, one or more artists can control 
the music being played in a ‘room’. This gives 
the artists the opportunity to play whatever 
music they want in sync with whoever else 
joins that particular room,” he says. “The 
focus of the conversation naturally tends to 
revolve around music and the song being 
played.” 

This allows artists to do three things: build 
a rapport with fans by talking over chat; build 
a musical “point of view” by playing certain 
types of music; and gain exposure by playing 
their music to an audience and talking about 
it in real time. Marketers, meanwhile, can use  
 JQBX  to promote their artist’s music and 
also gather feedback by playing it to fans – 
similar to a test screening for films.

FROM PROMOTION  
TO REVENUE

Engagement is all well and good, of course, 
but Sandvik believes that the feeling of 
closeness between artists and fans that 
group listening can encourage will also lead 
to commercial opportunities. “They can 

Facebook game, MixNMatch; one month 
later, Diplo used the service to play three new 
Major Lazer tracks to an invited audience; 
and in November 2011, rapper Wale used 
Turntable.fm as the support act on his tour, 
to give but three examples.

Another new service, Vertigo Music,  
which allows users to play music to other 
fans via Spotify Premium and Apple Music,  
has already been used by a handful of 
artists. In February, Lava Records’ artists  
 Maty Noyes  hosted a listening party for 
her new single, ‘London’, where she talked 
about the song-making process and 
answered fan questions; and in March, 
US rock act Flagship live streamed their 
album launch party on Vertigo.

Both are relatively new acts. But Vertigo 
CEO Greg Leekley says that the company 
has also worked with established touring 
artists like US singer songwriters John Mark 
McMillan and Josh Garrels, who go live from 
the road on a regular basis. “The great thing 
about Vertigo is that it doesn’t need to be 
an overly produced moment with your fans 
but rather an informal, relaxed experience,” 
Leekley says. “You can go live with the music 
you’re already listening to and just sit back, 



enjoying the experience together. John 
and Josh often go live from the tour bus 
and share their road trip playlists, throw 
in some of their own songs, and hang out 
with fans beyond a one-time music release 
marketing push.”

PUTTING A ROCKET UNDER 
YOUR STREAMING NUMBERS

The promotional worth of online group 
listening, then, is well established (although, 
as we shall later see, not without its 
difficulties). But the added advantages of 
services like  Stationhead ,  Vertigo Music   
and JQBX is that they drive plays on 
streaming sites: if 100 people are listening 
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to an artist when they play a track on, say, 
Stationhead, the service tells the listeners’ 
Spotify accounts to play the song at the 
same time. And that means more revenue 
for artists, labels and songwriters, as 
Stationhead co-founder Ryan Star explained 
to music:)ally earlier this year.

“Say Taylor Swift is on this and she has 
a million listeners. That’s a big number. 
If she plays a song, that means a million 
streams are instantly generated on Spotify. 
A million listeners are a million streams,” 
Star said. “Shawn Mendes could debut his 
new album from the tour bus. ‘Hey, I’m going 
to be talking about my new album tonight.’ 
Instead of having 300,000 
people sign up for a janky live-
stream that makes no money, 
they could have 4.5m streams 
by the end of that hour [based 
on playing 15 tracks from the 
album].”

Indeed, Star’s fellow 
Stationhead co-founder Jace 
Kay says that Stationhead’s 
ability to drive Spotify plays was enough to 
convert US singer songwriter David Cook to 
streaming. “Until he saw Stationhead, David 
Cook had previously sworn to ‘never get on 
Spotify’,” Kay explains. “He was converted on 
the spot once he saw how he can connect 
directly with his fans and actually influence 

his streaming numbers.”
That all sounds pretty idyllic – the perfect 

combination of promotional push and money 
in the pocket. But, while technical clunkiness 
may have been the key factor in the demise 
of the Twitter listening party, other serious 
difficulties remain.  One marketer told  
 Music Ally that it can also be difficult  
 to get people to even listen to a  
 whole album thanks to decreasing  
 attention spans ; and – as Diplo 
discovered with his Turntable.fm experience, 
when fans made quite clear how much they 
disliked two of the new Major Lazer tracks – 
direct feedback from fans can sometimes be 

a little testing.
But if the internet has 

taught us anything, it is that 
we like to get together with 
people of shared interests 
and music is key to this 
experience. And if the release 
of  Drake’s More Life  project 
earlier this year can inspire 
2.5m tweets in its first 36 

hours, then there is every reason to believe 
that bespoke services which encourage 
precisely this sort of group interaction 
around music can thrive. 

Hopes are certainly high. “With Soundrop, 
when we started the journey with the first 
artist events, we got so much interest 

from labels in doing 
that – we had two or 
three events a day,” 
Sandvik concludes. 
“The goal with 
JoinMyPlaylist  
is there should  
be one event with 
artists every hour.  
At least.”  :)

BEYOND THE SOCIAL NORMS
Wesley A’Harrah, music:)ally’s head of training and 
development, on the challenges services have in going 
beyond likes, comments and shares. 

With more and more people becoming users of streaming 
services, from Spotify to Vevo, we can start to draw meaningful 
conclusions about which products and features will gain 
traction based on which types of digital social and interpersonal 
behaviours ‘click’ with the majority audience when it comes to 
sharing and talking about music or carrying on internet-wide 
conversations surrounding music-related events. 

Spotify had a chat feature built into the platform for years, but 
it’s recently gone the way of the dodo. Putting YouTube links into 
Facebook posts was simple enough, but it’s heavily suppressed 
by the platform’s algorithms now. Talking to large groups of 
people on Twitter has never been more easily doable but also 
less coherent (due to the recent changes to Twitter’s @ replies 
and cc-ing functionality). 

At the end of the day, there are three behavioural habits that 
we’ve seen solidified across the entire social web: like, comment 
and share. For a platform to seek to re-introduce a chatroom-
like place of conversation or consumption around a given topic 
and piece of media, it makes sense to predict that this platform’s 
success will have to be built on the existent behaviours of 
like, comment and share, and have to be spreadable through 
powerful platforms – particularly Facebook. 



4 | sandbox | ISSUE 177 | 12.04.17

TOOLS  
The buzz in marketing today is around 
“storytelling”, which is now one of those 
words – like “content” and “engagement” 
– that is becoming so over-used as to be 
almost meaningless. 

It’s not going away any time soon, 
however. Facebook – following Snapchat, 
WhatsApp (which it owns) and Instagram 
(which it also owns) – has debuted a 
Stories tab in its mobile app. The thinking 
here being that friends and celebrities will 
beaver away making “stories” that they 
can share and their friends/followers will 
read them and be inspired to make their 
own, creating a virtuous circle whereby 
everyone stays on Facebook all day and 
every day. 

As with the other (semi-rival) 
platforms, it’s all about disappearing 
content. Users build their stories (photos, 
videos, doodles, headache-inducing filters 
etc.) in a slideshow that can be viewed 
up to two times and then disappear after 
24 hours. They are prioritised on the top 
bar of the app, with the user’s profile 
appearing in a circle to indicate they have 
created a story and it is now viewable. 

It is also made super-easy to create 
as users in the Facebook app just need 
to swipe right and it opens a dedicated 
camera with all manner of effects built 
in. Creators can choose whom among 
their follower can view their Stories – 
individuals or anyone who follows them – 
or even direct message them to people. 

“Facebook has long been the place 

to share with friends and family, but 
the way that people share is changing 
in significant ways,” was the company’s 
burb on launch. “The way people share 
today is different to five or even two years 
ago — it’s much more visual, with more 

photos and videos than ever before. We 
want to make it fast and fun for people to 
share creative and expressive photos and 
videos with whoever they want, whenever 
they want.”

It was conceived in part by Facebook 

to cauterise the drain on UGC, with The 
Information reporting last April that the 
sharing of UGC on the social network had 
slipped 21% from the same time 2015 as 
the sharing of articles and third-party 
links started to take over. It is also part of 

FACEBOOK STORIES
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a video-centric push into what is termed 
“camera-first communication”, where 
images are deified more than text.

The thinking by Facebook – and the 
sell to creators – is that stories appear 
at the top of the app and, because most 
users are on mobile (1.7bn users a 
month), it will be unavoidable. Creating 
content for a captive audience. It is slowly 
being rolled out around the world, but it 
appears the main thing rolling through it 
is tumbleweed. 

The Verge put both boots in around its 
lack of adoption by arguing that Facebook 
is trying to guilt trip and/or shame more 
people into using it. “Now, instead of 
showing a sad, empty feed devoid of 
stories from any of your friends, Facebook 
is turning your friends into ghosts who 
aren’t hip enough to use stories,” it wrote. 
“So, instead of the blank space that used 
to be there, Facebook will show greyed-
out icons (pictured right) of some of 
your more frequently contacted friends, 
regardless of whether they’ve ever posted 
to their Facebook story before.”

So what, if anything, could it mean for 
music? A big sell is that it lets creators 
see who has viewed their Stories, pulling 
them together in a list that only the 
creator can see. On a mass level, this 
could be about segmentation and, 
from that, rewarding the most 
engaged users with bespoke 
content or even direct messages. 
This is, as we understand it, 
the first time Facebook has 

opened up such analytics to the  
general user. 

One wonders, however, why Facebook 
is pushing this me-too application when 
it’s already a key part of Instagram (a 

company it threw down $1bn in 2012 to 
buy). Maybe a fusion of the two – or a 
time share on content – could be in the 
offing. At the moment, given its relatively 
low adoption, it seems a bit of an open 
goal for musicians. They are forced to pay 
to “promote” their content on Facebook in 
the hope a percentage of their audience 
sees it, but here – as with messenger 
bots on the same platform – is a way of 
ensuring their content is more in the eye 
line of their audience. 

Acts are increasingly warming 
to Facebook Live – a tool that many 
marketers tell us has the most immediate 
impact, given that it pings a notification 
on any follower’s page – and if Facebook 

could mesh Stories 
and Live together, 
they might get 
a best of both 
worlds scenario. 

Live video is also 
racing ahead for 

Facebook – so it can 
be seen as an adjunct 

to that. Fidji Simo (pictured), its head of 
video, recently revealed just how big it is 
getting. “Now, one in every five Facebook 
videos is a live broadcast,” she said, “and 
over the past year, daily watch time for 
Facebook Live broadcasts has grown 
by more than 4x.” Maybe Stories can 
slipstream this.

Ways acts can start to think of using 
this include the obvious (like offering 
behind-the-scenes footage or running 
competitions) as well as using it as a way 
to get real-time fan feedback or serve 
as a tasting menu for content that sits 
elsewhere. It can support content on 
other platforms or exist as a channel in its 
own right. 

The big issue, of course, with music 
and Facebook is that – for now, anyway 
– Facebook is not paying any royalties 
and most labels have a blanket ban on 
marketers using anything more than 
a few seconds of music on there. It 
is recruiting music licensing staff, so 
something is brewing; but until that 
happens the ace in every act’s pack – i.e. 
their music – is being muted. That applies 
equally to their own wall, Facebook Live 
and anything they want to do on Stories. 

For now, however, Stories seems to be 
collecting digital cobwebs. Which seems a 
shame for Facebook but more than that a 
missed opportunity for the acts not using it.  :)

TOOLS FACEBOOK STORIES
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 The latest projects from the digital marketing arena  CAMPAIGNS

Hirsute ophiologist Slash is going to play a gig 
in June in virtual reality. “Who cares?” asks 
the whole world, weary of VR being wheeled 
out to try and add pizzazz to a lacklustre 
campaign. 

Well, thankfully this one has a twist. It’s 
going to be in a zoo. The Greater Los Angeles 
Zoo Association’s annual Beastly Ball, to be 
precise. Plus, it’s a fundraiser for the Species 
Conservation Action Network, so that’s nice. 

It is part of the Backstage With Citi initiative 
– a collaboration between NextVR, Live Nation 
and Citi – which was announced and the end 
of last year, suggesting at least 10 VR shows 
would be put on this year. 

Citi set up the run of gigs as part of a 
rewards scheme for its card members, offering 
them the chance to get tickets to special 
events. To extend the reach, the VR side will 
cover not just the show but also include part of 
the rehearsals and interviews. 

Slash is well known for his love of animals 
in general and snakes in particular – plus he 
is a board trustee of the Greater Los Angeles 
Zoo Association – so this setting feels 

natural and not forced, something of which 
many brand partnerships are guilty. 

Arguably, the VR side of things in music 
can feel bolted on, but it’s the environment 
that makes it intriguing. Too often in VR 
shows, cameras are set up in a venue or 
rehearsal room and the performers play 
their songs and it’s sort of just alright. But a 
VR gig in a zoo has the potential to be both 
genuinely different and genuinely interesting. 
Let’s hope there are special snake-cams and 
GoPros attached to owls’ heads so they can 
serve as feathery drones. 

As part of the pre-show promotion, there’s 
an amazing photo of Slash (disappointingly 
in a woollen hat, not a top hat) feeding a 
sloth named Charlie Dalton Shenanigans. 

DJ Khaled basically lives on Snapchat and 
Instagram and his photo postings are what, 
effectively, built his name and his brand. 

He’d post images of his lunch, lean heavily 
on the key emoji and once Shapchatted an 
entire sequence about getting lost on his jet 
ski at night. Amazing. 

He’s now doing something for the 
fans with The Bless Up which runs on 
music-centric lifestyle brand WeBuyGold’s 
Instagram page (14.2k followers) and 
further promoted via Khaled’s account (5.4m 
followers) too. It is, for British viewers, a bit 
like Surprise, Surprise or any of those other 
mawkish ITV Sunday evening shows where 
some member of the public who does a lot 
of charity work or has had a bad run of luck 
gets their moment in the sun. 

For this, WeBuyGold are asking people 
who’ve had a particular struggle or crisis in 
their life they had to navigate to get in touch 
(via Instagram, of course) and they will sift 
through all the submissions. When they 
have picked the most deserving ones, Khaled 
will visit them to give them a “bless up.” 

“By working with WeBuyGold, we’re going 
to tell stories in a new way about the biggest 
and up-and-coming artists across music,” 
said DJ Khaled. “Our first show, The Bless 
Up, embodies everything I am about. It’s an 
opportunity for me to show how grateful I 
am and share that with my fans by blessing 
them up.” So there you have it. 

Pop stars love to surprise fans, especially 
when cameras are around to capture and 

share the moment. The problem is often, 
however, that the bigger the star, the less it 
becomes about the deserving fan and more 
about the star’s engineered altruism. 

The Bless Up has the potential to go this 
way, but Khaled’s self-effacing and (even 
though it’s a word so overused as to be 
rendered redundant) genuine nature will 
hopefully ensure this is being done for the 
right reasons. 

SWEET CHILD ZOO MINE BLESS IS MORE
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 The latest projects from the digital marketing arena  CAMPAIGNS
Pop-rock band The Vamps 
formed online, so it’s only 
fitting that digital cuts 
through everything 
they do. We covered 
their album marketing 
back in 2015, which 
was heavy with Twitter 
hashtags and completely fan-
centric. It’s a rich furrow that they 
keep on ploughing. 

Ahead of their new world tour 
(which starts in the UK and 
Ireland this month, before moving 
to Europe, the US and Asia), 
digital agency Be-Hookd was 
appointed by Global Live for the 
#MiddleOfTheNightTour campaign. 
How this manifested itself was the 
creation of an “online livestream 
party” to announce the tour on 
Facebook Live. 

Fans submitted questions via a 
dedicated microsite to be in with a 
chance of winning tickets. There were lots of 
posts on Facebook leading up to it and links 
through to tour tickets. On top of this, there 
were prompts to push fans to hear new single 
‘All Night’ on Spotify (but, interestingly, not 
Apple Music). 

“The power of The Vamps lies heavily in 
their ability to kick off big social initiatives 
organically,” Be-Hookd told Music Ally ahead of 
the launch evening’s activity. “These initiatives 
can be amplified by advertising spend but the 

true power with big acts like 
The Vamps is their fans sharing 
reactively, creating big hits 
of awareness. We wanted to 
create a party where fans could 
easily share and engage with 
the experience.”

It’s not an envelope-pushing 
campaign by any stretch of 
the imagination, but rather 
one finely tuned to the needs 
and online habits of the fans. 
There was enough pre-publicity 
happening on their social sites 
to get the fans excited and it 
all culminated in a live chat 
that the fans could participate 

in. Far too often, campaigns feel needlessly 
over-complicated as they try to be cleverer 
and more “innovative” than they have any real 
need to be. 

This is a relatively “traditional” campaign 
on paper, but the number of views and shares 
proves that the message rather than the 
medium is what really drives results. If what 
you are promoting (a tour in this instance) 
is exciting for the fans in and of itself, it is 
pointless to gild the digital lily. 

Major Lazer’s fingerprints are all over 
the charts – and a lot of that is down to 
streaming ubiquity. Which, of course, 
makes them hugely attractive to brands.

Hence Danish lager manufacturer Tuborg 
looking to build a direct relationship with 
them (well, their fans, ultimately). 

Under the banner of Tuborg OPEN, the 
group will collaborate with three different 
acts from around the world to create fusion 
tracks, starting with Kazakh hip-hop artists 
Scriptonite. Essentially, they will make beats 
and pass them on to the collaborative artists 
and let them embellish the backing as they 
see fit. There is, of course, a UGC side to it, with 
a downloadable beat available of the affiliated 
website for anyone to play around with. 

This is part of a broad rebranding of the 
beer around live music that was announced 
last month, all under the (somewhat clunky) 
tagline of “give pulse to the moment.” It is 
looking to partner with Western musicians 
to help give it a bigger presence in Asia, 
Russia and Eastern Europe. Speaking to The 
Drum in March, Vsevolod Nikolaev, global 
brand director at Tuborg, said their goal is to 

unlock “enriched social moments associated 
with cultural discovery and exploration.” It’s 
an unnecessarily hyperbolic way of saying 
they want to use music to get consumers to 
notice them. 

Interestingly, Nikolaev said the festival 
market (where a lot of Tuborg’s efforts had 
been focused) was too crowded (and too 
expensive to be associated with) to be able 
to stand out and so will be focusing more 
on social media and “shareable content”. 
Given the boom in festival sponsorship since 
2000, it is interesting that a brand like this is 
starting to public question if marketing – like 
the beer at disreputable venues – has been 
watered down so much as to lose all bite. 

Back to the collaborations. “We have 
more unreleased music than ever before 
right now,” Diplo from the group told 
Billboard. “Major Lazer has always been a 
summer act; we’ve always had our streaks 
during the festival seasons. We’re a little 
late this year, but we’re going to start putting 
out records next month into May, a bunch of 
new singles… A lot of artists right now have 
proven that you can just flood the market 
with music.”

That all makes it sound incredibly “Will 
this do?” amid images of them clearing 
their hard drives of unused music to trouser 
a huge cheque. We will have to wait to 
see what the collaborations bring, but it’s 
unlikely they’ll want to give way the crown 
jewels for a brand tie up. 

MAJOR LAGERNIGHT OF THE VAMPS
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BEHIND THE CAMPAIGNTHE SHIRES

The challenge of establishing  
a UK country act
I worked on the first album [Brave in 2015] 
and it was an extremely fast turnaround 
between it and the second – there wasn’t 
really a break. Before the first album, 
they had no fanbase whatsoever. We 
met them and they played the Country To 

Country [C2C] music festival in London in 
2014 and the first single, ‘Nashville Grey 
Skies’, went on radio and was released 
immediately after. 

C2C was, at that stage, in its second year, 
and there wasn’t a UK act that had broken 
through. That was our real task. How do we 
present The Shires as a credible country act 

while also saying they are from the UK? You 
have hardcore country fans who are used to 
listening to massive US artists, but [this was 
about] taking them and telling them that 
here is a UK band who are just as good. 

A huge part of the campaign was 
presenting them as English and the fact that 
they are from The Shires [Hertfordshire and 

Bedfordshire], but they are not 
going to pretend to not be. They 
are putting a British spin on it. It’s 
hammering the point home that 
in country music and Nashville, 
it’s about the songwriting, the 
storytelling, the vocals and the 
musicianship. That is something 
we took into consideration when 
we were making the assets. We 

put out a lot of session videos and we did 
some covers videos where they put their 
own spin on it to show they were talented 
musicians – as every musician in Nashville 
is.  It was taking away this idea that  
 country was a ‘dirty’ word. 

That was a few years ago and obviously 
a lot of things have changed [since then]. 
There was an image of country that 
was Dolly Parton and Stetsons – where 
everything was very American and maybe a 
bit clichéd. 

We spent that whole campaign showing 
that’s not what The Shires are and that’s 
not what country music is anymore. It’s got 
elements of pop, but it’s still all about the 
songwriting; so that’s why we made a point 
of putting out the session videos and live 
videos. They toured quite a lot and we built 
their fanbase from that. We did a lot of data 
collection and at one point their mailing 
list was larger than their socials were. That 
is really unusual. They had around 10,000 
people [on the mailing list] during that first 
campaign. I think that is partly down to 
people perhaps not wanting to publicly like 
country music at the time. Obviously that 
has changed now. 

Back then, country wasn’t all over TV 
and it was a different story. Now the C2C 
festival has become a much bigger thing. It 
has spread to cities like Glasgow and Dublin. 

Country music – outside of a hardcore fanbase and beyond obvious names like Johnny Cash, Willie Nelson and Dolly 
Parton – has often been a hard sell in the UK. Breaking a UK country act, until recently, was inconceivable. But The Shires 
(Ben Earle and Crissie Rhodes) are now at the vanguard of a new country scene in the UK, with their debut album going 
top 10. Their second album, My Universe, went top 3 and their appeal continues to grow as the stereotypes around the 
genre crumble. AISLING NOONAN, e-comm & digital manager at Decca Records UK, explains how fans have been central to 
everything, why an always-on strategy saw virtually no gap between album campaigns, how an AT&T partnership in the 
US took things up several levels, and why the success of The Shires now means that country is no longer a dirty word.



More country artists are coming over and 
that is in part down to the groundwork that 
went into the first Shires album. We made it 
publicly OK to like country music!

Fans doing the heavy lifting  
in the early days
The fans really helped in the campaign. They 
got them into the top 10; and once you are in 
the top 10, you are in the pop charts. 

They describe themselves as ‘”new 
country”. As a band, they are pure country 
fans and they work in Nashville. They veer 
into pop on some tracks but they did most 
of their writing in Nashville. They wrote the 
single ‘Drive’ [from the second album] with 
Kip Moore, who is a big country star. 

They want to present country music as it 
should be – not the stereotype – and to build 
a fanbase that they have been consistently 
engaging with. They love the band and the 
band have always spoken back to them. 
  Twitter, Facebook and Instagram  are 
very important to them. They have made a 
massive connection with the fanbase and 
stayed engaged. 

We had seven singles on the first album 
– from an album with 11 tracks. It was radio-
based and they got quite a lot of TV. 

Fans found the pre-order for the album 
without us pushing it and we developed an 
e-commerce product where we made 500 
deluxe CDs that were signed. We sold them 
out in a week and that’s when we really 

realised there is a fanbase and they were 
ready. They stayed with us through the 18 
months of the  Brave campaign . We knew 
we were coming into the second album 
with very little time between it and the first 
album.

The first album went to #10 in the UK 
chart and the fans had their own online 
campaign – re-skinning their own social 
accounts and so on. 

The fanbase skews older but then there 
are the Taylor Swift fans amid the original 
country fans. They are younger girls and 
they are active online. 

Bridging from the first album  
into the second album
Towards the end of the first album 
campaign, we slowed down a lot of the 
activity as we didn’t want to over-saturate 
all the online activity with all this content 
from an album that the fans already had. 
We made the conscious decision to slow 
it down, but then they also had festival 
season.  It was important to not go  
 off the radar as they are so close  
 to their fans.  They went through festival 

BEHIND THE CAMPAIGNTHE SHIRES

season and did the usual touring. Then we 
came to an end ahead of the new album. 

We thought 
about how we could 
further engage 
these fans. We 
know we have a 
fanbase who are 
hungry for more, 
but we have also 
been really active 
with them for 
almost two years 
without a break. 
So the question 
was how we could 
get even closer to 
them and make 
them feel even 
more connected. 
About a week before 
[the new album] 
announcement, 
we did a promoted 
Facebook post with 
a sign-up option to 
get entry to a secret 
event. We had 2,000 
sign ups in a day, 
which smashed all 
of our records for 
other ones. 

Because we wanted to do something 
engaging that we hadn’t done before, we 
went for Facebook Live. The band actually 
met through Facebook. Ben back in 2012 put 
up a post asking for a female country singer 
to sing with him and one of Crissie’s friends 
tagged her. We thought: what better way to 
go to announce the new album – which was 
a surprise – than go on Facebook? 
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Making the new album a surprise 
We didn’t tease the album until the day 
before [the announcement]. We put a 
countdown on their website that they would 
be live on Facebook the next day. They just 
announced the album and the tour. The pre-
order then went up. If you really want people 
to know what you are doing, Facebook Live 
is instant. 

The  pre-order on HMV  had a very 
special edition of the album. If you also pre-
ordered through HMV, you got pre-access 
to tour tickets. We didn’t realise the demand 
there would be.

We did the announcement in July 
and the album came out at the end of 
September. There were two singles going 
into the album. The night we announced it, 
we had a special event and – as it’s all about 
the fanbase with them – we got a photo-
booth in and the band sat for an hour after 
they performed in this photo-booth and 
took a photo with every fan, which was then 
shared online. It was really nice and it was a 
physical way to connect with the fans. That 
was shared everywhere. 

Partnering with AT&T 
on a drive safely 
campaign 
We released ‘Beats 
To Your Rhythm’, 
which was the set-
up single, and it did 
really well. Then ‘My 
Universe’ came out. 
They did the video for 
that in LA. It had a 
“don’t text and drive” 
message. While they 
were filming it, there 
was a campaign in 

the US #ItCanWait that AT&T was involved 
with. They connected with AT&T and they 
did it together. We supported AT&T in their 
campaign with the  #ItCanWait  hashtag 
and AT&T supported The Shires. It worked 
out really well. 

There was no money involved. This video 
really resonated and it made sense to do 
something. That campaign was happening 
around the same time, so it all came 
together well. We pushed the #ItCanWait 
message and got a special stop sign emoji 
with it. That was a big part of the ‘My 

Universe’ campaign. There wasn’t much time 
between that and the album release.  
 The Shires and our team are  
 very conscious of giving the fans  
 everything first – not necessarily  
 giving it out to the press or as  
 a promo.  The fans are the most 
important thing – which we learned as they 
worked the first campaign for us and got the 
album into the top 10. We decided to give 
the fans the music first when we can. 

Building a microsite album sampler 
We created a My Universe  microsite album  
 sampler . A lot of the imagery was based 
around the desert and the sky had stars 
in it – so you could click on a star and it 
would play a short preview of a song from 
the album. It’s all about the lyrics and the 
songwriting and we wanted to maintain 

that so there was a pop up section with 
selections of the lyrics. They could then be 
shared and users entered into a chance 
to win tickets to see the band. That had 
1,000 hits in the first evening. The fans are 
really hungry for their music. It was shared 
consistently in the campaign – both up to 
and after release. 

Moving deeper into streaming  
for the second album
One thing that was amazing to see between 
the first album and the second album was 
them getting the cover of New Music Friday 
on Spotify in the UK. They were track three 
on the playlist, but this was coming into the 
Q4 releases so there were a lot of things 
out at the same time. Getting the cover is a 
big thing. They had a top 10 with their first 
album and then they became the first UK 
country act on any NMF playlist cover. 

Spotify then created a  Very Nearly  
 Nashville playlist  and they were on the 
cover of that. It was based around acts 
that are perhaps more appealing to a UK 
audience, so it has a lot of UK country acts on 
it. They became the face of that and Spotify 
was really supportive on the new album. 
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The streaming numbers on the first 
album were consistent and they grew – but 
we didn’t really push it at the time. At the 
time,  Spotify  was a younger audience and 
we know that’s not where [the music] was 
going. But  their cover of ‘Islands In  
 The Stream’ was added to so many  
 playlists and that drew a lot of fans  
 into their album. While it did well,  
 we know that streaming wasn’t  
 their top format. 

On release week on Spotify, we had a 
homepage takeover. The band had their 

own playlist around 
what they were going 
to tour with. On release, 
the album sampler 
microsite then pulled 
in the full tracks from 
Spotify rather than just 
have the short clips. 

On the first album, 
we made the decision 
to work the UK and not 
go to the US and start 
it from there. The first 
album was released in 
the US, but not worked 
there. We were keeping 
it to the UK and really 
getting the UK fanbase 
involved. That was really 
important to the fans 
that the band didn’t 

just move off to the US at the first sign of 
some interest. 

Extending the life of the album  
and the power of a TV documentary 
We are already on single five in this 
album and there’s a lot more on it and a 
lot more we can do. There are some more 
session videos we need to put out – more 
stripped-back versions of the tracks 
that we are still working. We have more 
behind-the-scenes footage and tour 
footage to use. 

The  BBC Four documentary  [The Shires: 
New Country] was made by Globe, which 
is part of Universal, and was in partnership 
with the BBC. It was about the making of 
My Universe and it followed them right up 
to release. The reaction on Facebook and 
Twitter was brilliant. It was really nice to see 
people who were just discovering them or 
people who were saying they were so proud 
of the band and the BBC was showcasing 
a homegrown act. It was a big deal for 
the band and it was picked up by people 
commenting online. 

The second album went to #3 in the UK 
charts. Both albums are now gold certified 

[100k+ sales] and My Universe is the 
fastest-selling UK country album ever. 

It’s great as now other country 
performers are coming out of the UK market 
as well. It has opened a door. 

They are at the forefront of this interest 
in UK country music and it is clear that it 
wasn’t there before they fought and worked 
for it.  :)

WANT TO FEATURE IN  
BEHIND THE CAMPAIGN? 
Marketing people: do you have a campaign you are working 
on that you would like to see featured in Behind The Campaign 
in a future edition of sandbox? If so, send a brief synopsis of 
it to Eamonn Forde for consideration and your work (and your 
words) could appear here.
Email: eamonn.forde@me.com

ALBUMS BY FORMAT (UK)

Brave 

Total (over the counter): 148,109

Physical 65%

Download 28%

Streams 7%

My Universe

Total (over the counter): 114,982

Physical 77%

Download 20%

Streams 3%
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Published by music:)ally. 

music:)ally is a music business 
information and strategy company. 

We focus on the change taking 
place in the industry and provide 
information and insight into every 
aspect of the business: consumer 
research analysing the changing 
behaviour and trends in the 
industry, consultancy services to 
companies ranging from blue chip 
retailers and telecoms companies 
to start-ups; and training around 
methods to digitally market 
your artists and maximise the 
effectiveness of digital campaigns 
as well as events. 

We are now also offering digital 
marketing services to labels, artist 
managers, artists and other music 
related companies from campaign 
advice and strategy through to 
implementation and execution.

 Clients include: 

Universal Music, Warner Music, 
Sony Music, Spotify, Deezer,  
Ignition, Beggars, Modest, Red Bull, 
Shazam, Domino and more

If you have a digital campaign 
related story for sandbox,  
please contact Lil Patuck on 
lil@musically.com

If you’d like to talk to us about our 
digital marketing/mentoring
training services, consultancy or 
specific research services, please 
contact Karim Fanous on 
karim@musically.com
 
If you’d like to subscribe, add 
new subscribers, or talk about 
a corporate deal please contact  
Anthony Churchman on 
anthony@musically.com

 Digital marketing services 

 Campaign support services: 
• Strategy
• CRM and Email tools
• Digital housekeeping
• Social networking updates
• Search and online advertising
• Mobile applications
• Blogs and online PR outreach
• Measuring campaign  
   effectiveness

Contact Karim Fanous on  
karim@musically.com or  
+44 (0)20 7250 3637 to discuss  
your digital marketing needs.

 Training services: 
• In house company mentoring
• Workshops
• Digital briefings
• Digital MOT sessions

music:)ally has delivered digital 
marketing training sessions for 
a wide range of clients including 
Universal Music, EMI, AIM/London 
Connected and many individuals

Check out music:)ally’s training 
opportunities here 
 
Contact Anthony Churchman on 
anthony@musically.com or  
+44 (0)20 7250 3637 to discuss  
your training needs 
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� www.MusicAlly.com
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Registered company number: 
04525243
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be held responsible for the contents of any 
linked sites.
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