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You can understand the RIAA’s decision to 
exclude these numbers – “limited tier” services 
are not the same as a full subscription service 
and often come bundled into other packages. 
But they are, apparently, serving up some 
pretty big numbers.

Amazon is notoriously shy about giving user 
statistics, but recent research from eMarketer 
claimed that Amazon Music as a whole had 
38.7m listeners in the US. This includes “full” 

services, such as Amazon Music Unlimited and 
Amazon Music HD (which are included in the 
RIAA subscriber numbers), as well as Amazon 
Prime Music (which isn’t.) As such, it is hard to 
say what kind of numbers these “limited-tier” 
services would add to the RIAA subscriber total 
in the US, but it is likely to be in the millions. 
What’s more, these “limited-tier” services are 
appealing to the kind of casual fan who would 
probably not have spent much money on music 
in the recent past – a key market for the digital 
music industry.

The question, then, is where the ceiling of 
paid music subscribers is likely to come. Music 
industry logic has it that only one person 
in three will pay for music; the US market 
has already passed the level of one in three 
households paying for a subscription, while 
one in three of the country’s total population, 
some 110m subscribers, seems overly 
optimistic given the inevitable use of family 
plans and the fact there are only 110.6m 
broadband subscriptions in the US. By point of 
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Music streaming is surging in the US, bringing with it strong 
growth in recorded music income. But questions remain 
about how long this can last.

STATS 

f 
Population   332.6m

d 
GDP (purchasing power parity)   

                                    $19.5tn 
GDP real growth rate  2.2% 
GDP per capita (PPP)  $59,800

h 
Internet users  246.8m 
Per cent of population  76.2%

c 
Broadband connections  110.6m 
Broadband - subscriptions  
per 100 inhabitants  34

i 
Mobile phone subscriptions  422m 
Sources: CIA World Factbook

UNITED STATES

O
ne of the facts that may have 
gone overlooked in the US’s 
recent surge in recorded 
music revenue is the country’s 

incredibly strong music subscription 
numbers: in 2019, the US averaged 60.4m 
paid subscriptions, up from 46.9m in 2018, 
according to the RIAA; meanwhile recorded 
music’s retail value grew by 13% to $11.1bn.

If we consider that there are 128m 
households in the US in total, that suggests 
that someone in around a half (roughly 
47%) of all houses in the US pays for a music 
subscription. By contrast Sweden, one of the 
most advanced digital music markets in the 
world, is thought to have somewhere between 

2.3m to 3m music subscribers among its 4.5m 
households, or a subscriber in roughly 51% to 
67% of all houses, a figure that is a lot closer 
to the US than you might expect from music 
industry hype.

What’s more, the 60.4m figure in the US 
is likely a significant under-representation of 
the true number of music subscribers in the 
US. It doesn’t, for example, include non-paying 
members of family plans – one family plan 
equals one subscription in the RIAA stats – 
and it doesn’t reflect “limited-tier” services like 
Amazon Prime and Pandora Plus (i.e. services 
limited by factors such as mobile access, 
catalogue availability, on-demand limitations 
or device restrictions.)

Music is by far the biggest 
draw to tech platforms, 

gaining views and listens that 
generate enormous revenues 
for distributors, but in many 

cases this happens without an 
appropriate share for creators...” 

– Mitch Glazier, RIAA
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comparison, Netflix (another music industry 
touchstone) had 61.04m subscribers in the 
US in Q4 2019, while the number of cable 
TV subscribers in the US was around 53m in 
December 2015.

Dr Richard James Burgess, president 
and CEO of A2IM (American Association 
of Independent Music), says that “there 
are too many factors to parse” to be able to 
confidently predict a ceiling for subscriber 
numbers. 

“I look at the amount of free usage and I 
believe that those users could be converted if 
they had more incentive to subscribe,” he adds. 
“The ceiling for subscription growth in the US 
is related to the availability of unlimited free 
music. The value gap is still a real issue. I also 
look at the rest of the world and, as various 
other economies improve, the possible sources 
for growth are many.”

Certainly, the rise in music subscriber 
numbers in the US has been stellar: from 
10.8m in 2015 to 22.7m in 2016; 35.3m in 
2017; 46.9m in 2018; and 60.4m in 2019. 
Streaming income grew by 19.9% to $8.8bn 
in 2019, a number that the RIAA noted was 
“larger than the entire US recorded music 
market just two years ago in 2017”. 

Meanwhile, Nielsen recently announced 
that on-demand streams in the US in 2019 
passed the one trillion mark for the first 
time in a 12-month period, in what it called a 
“milestone year” for the industry.

So far so good. But at the same time, the 
growth of streaming revenues in the US has 
been slowing: they grew by 43% in 2017, 
by 30.1% in 2018 and by 19.9% in 2019 
according to the RIAA. It would be no great 
leap to suggest that both streaming growth 
and overall recorded music revenue will 

drop to single figures in 2020. (The RIAA, 
incidentally, says it cannot speculate on future 
performance and potential trends.)

It is perhaps for this reason that the US 
music industry has kept a fairly somber 
attitude in announcing these figures. In a 
blog post, RIAA chairman and CEO Mitch 
Glazier said that the growth in streaming 
subscriptions didn’t “just happen”, outlining 
the role that artists and labels have played in 
this growth. 

“Today’s report reflects the prospect 
of a future in which creators have a path 
forward,” he added. “But it also reveals how 
much farther we must go to assure a healthy 
music community in which all music is valued 
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and creators are fairly compensated. We still 
have not realised the full value of music on all 
digital services.”

In his sights, as you might imagine, are 
tech platforms, who he called on to do more 
to protect the value of music. “Music is by far 
the biggest draw to tech platforms, gaining 
views and listens that generate enormous 
revenues for distributors, but in many cases 
this happens without an appropriate share for 
creators,” he said. “Our technology partners 
also need to commit themselves to protecting 
and promoting artists’ work by doing more to 
stop stream-ripping and other forms of piracy.”

Nielsen, by contrast, took a rather 
more positive view of the tech sector. As it 

announced its 2019 figures, the research 
company explained that “tech trends like 
TikTok helped usher in a new wave of viral 
hits” last year.

Nielsen reported that streaming accounts 
for 53% of the weekly share of music time for 
US teens, compared to 41% for the average 
music listener, with TikTok use highest among 
teens (17%) and Millennials (13%). 

“Listening to music continues to be a 
popular way to spend leisure time, especially 
among Teens and Millennials,” Nielsen said. 
“The average general population consumer is 
embracing more digital channels for its weekly 
music listening, and Teens are setting the pace 
for streaming engagement this year.”

The two points of view are, of course, not 
contradictory: tech platforms like TikTok are 
undoubtedly driving music consumption while 
arguably not paying enough to content owners 
and creators. Resolving this will be one of the key 
challenges for the US music industry as it looks 
to return to somewhere near its 1999 peak of 
$14.6bn in revenue (more than $22bn today.)

“Amid the excitement about growth, most 
observers do not factor in inflation and thus 
do not acknowledge that we are not back 
where we were before the digital disruption,” 
says Burgess. “I did a primitive analysis using 
US industry growth from 1990 through 1999 
and extrapolating it through to 2020; if that 
growth had continued – a big if, I know – we 
would now be approaching a $30bn market.”

Nevertheless, he remains positive. 
“The unlimited shelf space has revitalised 
catalogues and empowered independent 
artists and labels,” he concludes. “Given 
no significant new disruptions, I am very 
optimistic for the future of the US recorded 
music business.”  :)

Source: RIAA


