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We’ve also dug into some interesting companies 
and trends in our Second Look section, including 
Tencent Music’s social entertainment business, 
gaming platform Roblox and the surprising (or 
perhaps not) vinyl vs CD dynamics in the US.

You’ll also find our recent startup and country 
profiles here, as usual, plus a look back to what 
Music Ally was writing about a decade ago, when 
one of Spotify’s investors was boasting about 
how it grabbed listeners “by the balls”, while that 
streaming service was at loggerheads with Apple. 

Some things don’t change…

Stuart Dredge
Editor, 
Music Ally

The problem with choosing a hot topical 
issue to focus on in a quarterly industry 
report is, well, that hot topical issues can 
be a moving target. Such was the case 
with this report’s main feature on TikTok.

Particularly in September, new developments 
seemed to come day by day. Would TikTok be 
banned in the US? Would the company be sold to 
Microsoft or to Oracle? Would the solution that 
was found satisfy the authorities both in the US 
and China?

Our timeline charts TikTok’s bumpy 2020, while the 
feature looks beyond the political shenanigans to 
explore how it’s evolving in many ways: from music 
partnerships and creator funding to transparency, 
via a reminder of the huge followings of the app’s 
big stars.

thethereport ❱ Introduction

❱ Introduction
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Banned in India, under pressure in the US, one CEO down and 
child-privacy activists circling. And TikTok’s 2020 isn’t over yet...

thethereport ❱ TikTok in 2020

Place your bets. And remember that the uncertainty around 
what happens next is only boosted by the fact that Trump 
is up for reelection on 3 November, significantly behind in 
the polls (although we’ve been here before...) and – also 
unprecedented – even if he loses the election, has made it 
clear he may not accept the result.

Perspective IS easy to find here: in the event of a disputed 
election, a president clinging on to the White House and 
possibly encouraging civil unrest – with Covid-19 as a 
continued backdrop – the question of ‘what happens to 
TikTok?’ will drop down most people’s priority lists. The music 
industry included.

It does matter, though, because TikTok is huge. 100 million 
users in the US, 100 million more in Europe, and nearly 700 
million in total worldwide – the biggest global social-media 
platform outside the Facebook/YouTube axis.

Its short-term challenge is finding a path forward in the US 
that’s acceptable both to the Trump administration (not to 
mention the Biden administration that may follow it) and to 
the Chinese regulatory authorities.

Meanwhile, there’s the ongoing ban in India to tackle. TikTok 
and ByteDance can’t solve the border tensions that sparked 
India’s ban on a swathe of apps of Chinese origin, but a 

Perspective isn’t easy to find during a global pandemic, 
but when we do eventually manage to step back and think 
about what happened to TikTok in the US this year, it’s going 
to hit home how deeply strange it was.

To recap: the sitting president of the United States demanded 
that a popular foreign-owned social app with 100 million 
American users be either shut down or sold to a US company 
– with the US Treasury getting a cut of the sale price.

It’s unprecedented, albeit just one of a long list of 
unprecedented moments during Donald Trump’s time in office. 

What’s more, at the time of writing it’s looking like the final 
result won’t be a sale or a shutdown for TikTok in the US, but 
merely a lucrative cloud-hosting deal for tech firm Oracle, 
whose chairman is a prominent Trump supporter.

Has this all been pure grift on behalf of the president’s inner 
circle? Do you buy the official line about security concerns 
around how American TikTok users’ data is being handled?

Is this another point of leverage in the tense trade 
negotiations between the US and China? Or could it even be 
an industrial-politics temper tantrum following claims that 
TikTok teens had helped to sabotage a Trump election rally by 
falsely applying for tickets?

❱ Short videos,  
   long tensions
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partnership, investment or even sale to an Indian company 
might enable TikTok to return to app stores there.

Back in the US, a past controversy is bubbling up again: the 
question of children using TikTok, and data privacy issues – 
an area for which the US has some of the strictest rules in 
the world with its COPPA legislation.

Fined $5.7m by regulator the FTC in early 2019 for past 
infractions by the Musical.ly app that merged with TikTok 
in August 2018, TikTok has been taking flak recently from 
consumer rights and child privacy campaigners, who claim it 
has not fixed all of its problems on this front, and want the 
FTC to investigate again.

What else? TikTok, like any large social platform, has to 
grapple with the task of effectively moderating the content 
produced by those 700 million users.

That’s a challenge that ranges from handling content that 
may be a risk to its community’s health and wellbeing (self-
harm, eating disorders, even suicide videos) through to hate 
speech and malicious misinformation.

TikTok also faces intensifying competition, with even-bigger 
social/video platforms launching their own takes on short 
video (Instagram’s Reels, YouTube Shorts) and a cluster of 
startups snapping at its heels, especially in countries like India 
where it’s banned.

TikTok needs to keep developing its own innovative features, 
capable of retaining and growing its community of young 
users and influencers alike, against that competition. Oh, and 
it needs a new permanent CEO, after its last one departed 
barely three months after joining.

And then there’s music. With a few bumps along the way, 
TikTok has become an important partner for the music 
industry: as a marketing platform, a licensing revenue stream, 
even a new A&R talent pool to dip into.

2021 should be the year when TikTok doubles down on this, 
exploring new avenues for those partnerships with artists and 
rightsholders at a time when our industry is more enthusiastic 
than it’s ever been about user generated content (UGC) 
platforms.

TikTok has hired ambitiously for its music teams, and  
shown itself willing to experiment with its music  
partners: from The Weeknd’s augmented livestream and  
pre-release clips from BTS and David Guetta/Sia to an 
intriguing deal with distributor UnitedMasters, in recent 
months. 

This work will continue, but perhaps more than any other 
digital platform that the music industry deals with – including 
Facebook and YouTube – TikTok’s music strategy can’t help 
but be buffeted by some of the political and technological 
headwinds above.

thethereport ❱ TikTok in 2020

3 Jan
Justin Bieber joins TikTok, as part of the promotional 
campaign for his new single ‘Yummy’ and his YouTube 
documentary series.

6 Jan
Parent company ByteDance reveals TikTok’s Chinese 
version, Douyin, now has 400 million daily active 
users in China - up from 250 million in January 2019.

8 Jan
TikTok publishes a new version of its ‚Community 
Guidelines’ in response to critics suggesting that it 
censors videos that might be unacceptable in China.

23 Jan
TikTok announces its latest music licensing deal, with 
indie licensing agency Merlin. The news comes amid 
reports that talks with major labels are ongoing.

31 Jan
TikTok runs into a ‘shadow banning’ controversy in 
India, with one creator claiming his videos about 

Hindu-Muslim brotherhood are being restricted by 
the app.

14 Feb
TikTok is confirmed as an official partner for the 
UK’s Brit Awards, livestreaming the pre-event red 
carpet arrivals, and hosting various challenges and 
competitions.

20 Feb
BTS debut new track ‘On’ on TikTok 12 hours before 
its official release, with a 30-second edit that fans 
can use in their videos, while waiting for the full 
launch.

Timeline: TikTok’s eventful 2020 so farCLOCK
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Guetta and Sia’s #LetsLove challenge had 594.4m views by 
the end of September, although it’s a generic-enough hashtag 
to have been used by TikTokers organically before the 
campaign, so not all those views were new.

They were following in the footsteps of BTS, whose ‘ON’ 
track debuted in TikTok as a 30-second clip in February 12 
hours before the full-length version’s release elsewhere.
TikTok’s livestreaming feature has sometimes been under 
the radar for our industry, but we’re seeing campaigns 
make use of it. Jennifer Lopez and Maluma chatted live on 
TikTok before launching their new videos and accompanying 
#PatiChallenge, for which they enlisted one of the platform’s 
top stars, Charli D’Amelio.

The most ambitious example, however, 
was The Weeknd Experience, a partnership 
between TikTok, The Weeknd and VR 
startup Wave.

It was a live performance, using Wave’s 
technology for the staging, which notched up more than 2m 
views from several showings on TikTok, over the course of a 
weekend in August. 

There was even a limited-edition ‘Weeknd x TikTok’ merch 
collection accompanying it.

New music models
Music campaigns on TikTok are  
getting bigger and bolder

Two things the music industry knows about TikTok: tracks 
can go viral on the platform without any involvement from 
the artist or label; and when they do go viral, there’s a rapid 
and very noticeable boost to plays on music streaming 
services.
 
That’s great news if, say, you’re the ‘Break My Stride’ guy, 
with the task for labels usually being to scramble to capitalise 
on the TikTok moment.

However, the existence of the ‘TikTok Spike’ means that 
more music marketing campaigns are making the platform a 
priority, from devising challenges and working with popular 
TikTokers to get them started, through to live Q&As and even 
performances.

Several campaigns this year show some  
of the directions these campaigns are 
moving in.

Dua Lipa’s #DuaVideo challenge for her 
‘Levitating’ single invited TikTokers to 
post videos around the themes of dance, 
animation and ‚cosmic makeup’, with the 
promise that the best would be featured 
in a music video for the track. Videos using 
the hashtag had been watched more than 
308m times by the end of September.

Campaigns for David Guetta and Sia, and BTS have also 
focused on sparking the creativity of the TikTok community, 
by making clips of their new tracks available in the app a few 
days ahead of their official release.

❱

thethereport ❱ TikTok in 2020

5 Mar
TikTok’s India boss Nikhil Gandhi 
says in an interview that the app 
has 200 million users in India, and 
expects this to grow to at least 
300 million by the end of 2020.

10 Mar
Rihanna’s beauty brand Fenty joins the ‘collab house’ 
craze, opening a house where TikTokers can gather 
to film videos featuring its range of products.

TikTok timeline continued 13 Mar
Research firm eMarketer claims that TikTok doubled 
its US user-base to 37.2 million people in 2019, but 
that this will grow to 58.3 million by 2023.

18 Mar
TikTok appoints a ‘Content Advisory Council’ in 
the US: a group of tech, policy and health experts 
to advise the company on its various content-
moderation challenges.

23 Mar
With Covid-19 recently declared a pandemic, TikTok 
donates $10m to the World Health Organization’s 
Solidarity Response Fund, as part of its relief 
support.

CLOCK
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TikTok’s top stars
And how their influence spreads well beyond 
the platform

Like other social apps and networks, TikTok has grown its 
own community of native influencers – ‘TikTokers’ – although 
just like YouTubers and Viners before them, the most 
successful ones have quickly spread their brands to other 
platforms.

Instagram is the second port of call for many of TikTok’s  
big stars: the top four all have more than 20 million followers 
there. YouTube varies in importance: the likes of Charli 
D’Amelio and Zach King are building decent followings  
there however.

TikTok still has the biggest reach for 
these stars in terms of followers. 
Factor out non-native stars (Will 
Smith, Jason Derulo and The Rock) 
and TikTok’s own account, and 
you’ll find that the average TikTok 
star in this Top 20 list has 33.5% as 
many followers on Instagram and 
11.6% on YouTube.

❱

25 Mar
Another research firm, Sensor Tower, claims that 
TikTok enjoyed a record month for downloads in 
February 2020: nearly 113m installs across iOS and 
Android.

29 Mar
TikTok plays a significant role 
in the marketing campaign for 
Drake’s new track ‘Toosie Slide’, 
with dancer influencers enlisted 
to pop moves to its hook.

1 Apr
Amid debate about TikTok’s 
music licensing status, Billboard 
reports that it has ‟short-term” 
deals with all three major labels - 
as in shorter than 18 months.

4 Apr
What about publishing deals? NMPA boss David 
Israelite claims that more than 50% of the publishing 

TikTok timeline continued market is unlicensed with TikTok, and warns of likely 
lawsuits.

8 Apr
TikTok launches a new livestreaming series with 
UK artists including Ellie Goulding, Mabel and 
Tinie Tempah. The artists will be talking rather than 
performing though.

9 Apr
As Covid-19 lockdowns continue, TikTok ups its 
relief efforts hugely, pledging $250m to support 

medical workers, educators and 
local communities affected by the 
pandemic.

27 Apr
TikTok launches a new feature called 
‘Donation Stickers’, which creators can 
embed in their videos to raise money 
for charities and campaigns, including 
Covid-19 relief.

29 Apr
Sensor Tower claims that at some 
point during the first quarter of 2020, 

TikTok reached the milestone of 2bn downloads – 
including more than 315 in Q1 alone.

CLOCK

1 Charli D’Amelio 86.7 28.8 7.1

2 Addison Rae 60.3 27.6 3.8

3 Zach King 49.5 23.8 8.4

4 Loren Gray 47.3 20 3.8

5 TikTok 47 26.3 0.2

6 Spencer X 44.1 1 2.3

7 Riyaz Aly 43.3 9.6 0.01

8 Michael Le 39.3 2.2 0.3

9 Dixie D’Amelio 37.8 18.1 5.3

10 Will Smith 36.5 49.2 8.7

11 Jason Derulo 35.2 7.1 13.7

12 Baby Ariel 34.7 9.7 3.1

13 Brent Rivera 33.5 20.2 14

14 Faisal Shaikh 32 13.8 1

15 Gilmher Croes 29.5 1.1 1.1

16 JoJo Siwa 28.8 9.8 11.8

17 The Rock 28.7 198 5.3

18 Arishfa Khan 28.5 11.3 1.9

19 Jannat Zubair Rahmani 28.1 19.7 2.4

20 Nisha Guragain 28 2.9 n/a

TikTok Top 20 stars
     TikTok          Instagram      YouTube
   followers        followers         subs(in millions)
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Funding for creators

For musicians, TikTok revenue comes via its licensing deals 
with music rightsholders – and for those with big enough 
followings on the app, like Jason Derulo, also through the 
kind of sponsored content deals that are the lifeblood for 
native influencers.

The latter community of TikTokers now also has a direct 
source of income though: the platform’s new TikTok  
Creator Fund.

It was announced in mid-July as a $200m fund in the 
US to “help support ambitious creators who are seeking 
opportunities to foster a livelihood through their innovative 
content”, to be distributed over the following year.

Just a week later, TikTok expanded the fund’s scope to $1bn 
over three years, while at the start of September it launched 
a $70m fund in Europe too, with plans to swell that to 
$300m over three years.

Creators can apply for funding if they are at least 18 years 
old, have at least 10,000 followers and have generated more 
than 10k video views in the last 30 days.

By mid-September, “tens of thousands” of US creators had 
joined the fund, despite a bumpy spell when there were 
reports – since debunked by TikTok – that creators joining 
the program had seen their video views nosedive straight 
afterwards.

TikTok is far from the first social platform to deploy funding 
in this way: it was part of YouTube’s playbook several years 
ago, while Facebook has also paid for content as part of its 
Facebook Watch video push.

❱

14 May
A group of US consumer and children’s rights groups 
file a complaint with regulator the FTC, claiming that 
TikTok is still breaching the COPPA child privacy 
laws.

18 May
ByteDance poaches senior Disney executive Kevin 
Mayer – fresh from overseeing the launch of 
Disney+ – to be its chief operating officer, but also 
CEO of TikTok.

TikTok timeline continued 20 May
Private trades value ByteDance at $105bn-$110bn, 
with one analyst saying it reflects a belief that 
‟ByteDance can displace Facebook as the leading 
social network”.

27 May
Bloomberg claims ByteDance’s revenues more than 
doubled from $7.4bn in 2018 to $17bn+ in 2019, 
fuelling a net profit of $3bn+ in the latter year.

17 Jun
More financial guessing gamers, as The Information 
reports that TikTok generated $200m-$300m 
globally in 2019, but that in 2020 it’s aiming for 
$500m in the US alone.

CLOCK
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From TikTok to podcasts
Audio shows are the new frontier f 
or some stars

TikTok’s top stars may have built their audiences based 
on short-form video clips, but they’re increasingly seeing 
opportunities in one of 2020’s other key digital trends: long-
form audio.

In May, sisters Charli and Dixie D’Amelio announced plans to 
launch their own podcast, working with Ramble, a podcast 
network founded in 2018 by production firm Cadence13 and 
talent agency UTA.

It has already launched shows with influencers Rhett & Link 
(‘Ear Biscuits’); Alisha Marie and Remi Cruz (‘Pretty Basic’) 
and Emma Chamberlain (‘Anything Goes’), but the D’Amelios 
show is its first with native TikTokers. It has yet to launch.

Ever-alert to podcasting trends, Spotify swooped in July to 
sign up another TikTok star, Addison Rae, for an exclusive 
show on its platform. Rae and her mother Sheri Nicole’s 
‚Mama Knows Best’ launched that month, and has been 
publishing weekly episodes ever since.

Details on the commercial terms behind these deals, the 
popularity of the shows, and how well they’re making money will 
be hard to come by, so it’s difficult to judge their effectiveness.

However, the strategy – particularly for Spotify, which is keen 
to pull in a younger and more diverse audience of podcast 

listeners – is logical. It makes sense for the TikTokers too: a 
chance to extend their brands with relatively low production 
costs (certainly compared to long-form video projects) and an 
eager market of potential commissioners.

There are also plenty more TikTokers where the D’Amelios 
and Addison Rae came from, many of whom are signing to 
talent agencies for whom connecting those stars to podcast 
producers and/or platforms is a quick win.

❱

18 Jun
From creators to critics, everyone wants to know 
how TikTok’s ‘For You’ recommendation algorithm 
works. The company finally spills the beans (well, 
some of them) in a blog post.

21 Jun
It emerges that a disappointing turnout at President 
Trump’s election rally in Tulsa was partly due to 
mischievous TikTok teens and K-Pop fans registering 
for tickets with no intention of attending.

26 Jun
TikTok’s latest music licensing deal 
is for a single artist, Prince. The 
late star’s estate is bringing his full 
catalogue to TikTok, and launching 
an official profile.

TikTok timeline continued 29 Jun
TikTok is caught in the middle of a simmering border 
dispute between India and China. It’s banned in 
India by the government, alongside 58 other apps of 
Chinese origin.

7 Jul
US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo tells Fox News 
that the US is ‟looking at” banning TikTok and other 
Chinese social apps on privacy and national security 
grounds.

8 Jul
Musician Jason Derulo responds to rumours that he 
earns around $75k for each post on TikTok. “I think 
it’s tacky to say what I do make from them, but it’s 
far more than that!”

20 Jul
The US House of Representatives votes 336-71 in 
favour of banning federal employees (members of 
Congress included) from installing TikTok on their 
government-issued phones.

CLOCK
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Opening up
TikTok is making a push for more transparency

One of the side-effects of TikTok’s tangle with the US 
administration and regulators has been a drive towards 
transparency around its business and even its technology.
Some of its moves on this front mirror those of other big 
social media companies.

In December 2019, TikTok published its first transparency 
report, revealing how it responded to requests from various 
government bodies to remove or restrict content.

Its second such report was released in mid-September, 
revealing stats on those requests from government agencies 
(135 in the first half of 2020) and copyright takedown notices 
(10,625 of those), as well as on its moderation actions.

On the latter, TikTok removed 104.5m videos globally in the 
first half of 2020 for violating its community guidelines: „less 
than 1% of all videos uploaded on TikTok”, which gives you a 
sense of the platform’s scale.

In March, TikTok also announced plans to open a ‘TikTok 
Transparency Center’ in Los Angeles, allowing outside experts 
to come in and see its content moderation teams at work – 
although Covid-19 has delayed its opening.

Instead, it has launched the centre as a virtual experience, 
and by mid-September “nearly two dozen experts and 
Congressional offices” had taken the tour.

TikTok has even opened up, a bit, about its #ForYou 
recommendation algorithm, with a June blog post outlining 
some of the factors governing how videos find their way into 
its app’s main feed.

In this, TikTok has gone further than its western rivals, 
although the truly secret sauce of its famed algorithm 
remains, well, secret.

❱

21 Jul
TikTok briefs Axios on its pitch for its All-American 
credentials: plans to recruit 10,000 more staff in 
the US over the next three years, and open two 
transparency centres.

22 Jul
Music distributor Believe is the latest to sign 
a licensing deal with TikTok, covering its entire 
catalogue including that of its TuneCore subsidiary.

23 Jul
TikTok lays 
those US music 
publishing rows to 
rest via a global, 
multi-year licensing agreement with the NMPA, 
including covering its past use of members’ songs.

TikTok timeline continued 23 Jul
The same day, TikTok announces a $200m ‘Creator 
Fund’ in the US to “help support ambitious creators” 
there over the next year. A week later, it’s boosted to 
$1bn over three years.

29 Jul
CEO Kevin Mayer promises that TikTok are 
“responsible and committed members of the 
American community that follows US laws” and 
slams Facebook for “maligning attacks” on TikTok.

29 Jul
Reuters reports that a group of ByteDance’s US 
investors are preparing a bid to acquire TikTok, 
valuing it at “50 times its projected 2020 revenue of 
about $1 billion”.

31 Jul
President Trump tells reporters that a US ban on 
TikTok is imminent. “I have that authority. I can do it 
with an executive order,” he says.

CLOCK
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Triller’s big moment
Grand claims and big figures, but 
can it really challenge TikTok?

Music Ally’s first coverage of Triller was a 
single-line bulletin story in August 2015 when 
it launched as an app to „shoot and edit short 
music videos for a track (or a section of a track) 
from your music collection on your phone”.

It came back onto our radar in mid-2018 with 
a $5m funding round and a licensing deal with 
Universal Music Group. By October 2019, it was 
claiming 13 million monthly active users (MAUs), 
and had raised a new funding round reported as 
$28m.

It was at the end of last year that Triller really started to ramp 
itself up as a potential rival to TikTok, claiming in December 
that it now had 26.5 million MAUs, and was “overtaking 
TikTok in the United States”. By July 2020, the company said 
it had 50 million monthly active users.

That milestone was accompanied by news that Triller had 
appointed a popular TikToker, Josh Richards, as its chief 

strategy officer; that 
he’d been investing 
in the company; and 
„jumping over” to 
the app as a creator.

However, Richards 
has continued 
posting regularly on 
TikTok – sensible, 
given that he 
has 21.6 million 
followers there 
compared to 1.1 
million on Triller.

July also brought a 
report that Triller 

had already secured commitments of $200m-$300m from 
investors for its next funding round.

Since then, Triller has filed a lawsuit against TikTok claiming 
patent infringement, and tangled with analytics firm Apptopia 

❱

2 Aug
Microsoft says it is in talks to “explore a purchase 
of TikTok” in the US, Canada, Australia and New 
Zealand, following a conversation between CEO 
Satya Nadella and Trump.

3 Aug
ByteDance founder Zhang Yiming writes to staff, 
warning that “the attention and rumours on TikTok 
from the outside world may continue for some time”.

Trump sets a deadline of 15 September for TikTok to 
be bought by “a very American company” to avoid a 
ban. He also demands that the US Treasury receive 
“a very substantial portion” of the sale price.

5 Aug
CNBC claims that TikTok’s valuation is... unclear. In 
a sale: “The valuation of the deal could be as high as 
$30 billion, or as low as $10 billion.”

TikTok reveals its plans to “combat misinformation, 
disinformation, and other content that may be 
designed to disrupt the 2020 election” in the US.

TikTok timeline continued 6 Aug
Trump signs an executive order “on addressing the 
threat posed by TikTok” alongside a second focusing 
on Tencent’s WeChat app. It sets a 45-day deadline 
before the apps are banned.

7 Aug
Some light relief from the political tensions: pop 
mogul Simon Fuller announces plans to recruit his 
next band on TikTok: “the most connected pop group 
ever”.

The Weeknd hosts a livestream on TikTok created 
with VR platform Wave. It attracts a peak audience 
of 275,000 viewers, and 2m total views over its 
multiple airings.

12 Aug
Indian telco Reliance Industries emerges as a 
potential investor in TikTok India, a business now 
valued at more than $3bn, to rescue it from its ban.

14 Aug
A new executive order signed by Trump, related to 
an ongoing investigation of TikTok’s merger with 
social app Musical.ly, sets a new 90-day deadline on 
ByteDance to divest TikTok AND data from its US 
users.

CLOCK
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after it suggested the app’s 
lifetime downloads total was 
much less than the company’s 
official figure.

It signed a deal with Indian 
streaming service JioSaavn;  
announced that it had made 
a $20bn bid to buy TikTok in 
partnership with investment 
firm Centricus; and took flak 
from the boss of the National 
Music Publishers Association 
(NMPA) over publishing 
licensing.

Quite the year, then. And 
yet Triller’s announcements 
haven’t been without controversy or confusion. That claim 
in December 2019 that Triller had overtaken TikTok in the 
US now looks puzzling, for example. In July 2020 Triller said 

it now had 50 million MAUs, 
yet by August TikTok had that 
many DAILY active users in 
the US, and 100 million on a 
monthly basis.

That $200m-$300m funding 
round has yet to be formally 
announced, while the claims 
of a $20bn TikTok bid 
were quickly followed by 
statements (to The Verge) by 
both TikTok and ByteDance 
professing to be unaware of 
such an offer.

There’s no doubt that 
Triller is popular, and the 

company’s desire to seize the moment of TikTok’s troubles is 
understandable. The bigger it gets, though, the more scrutiny it 
can expect: of its funding, its user stats and its licensing alike.

17 Aug
As day-to-day business continues, TikTok announces 
a partnership with distributor UnitedMasters that 
will enable TikTokers to distribute their music to 
other streaming services.
 
19 Aug
President Trump confirms that Microsoft has 
competition as a TikTok suitor: fellow tech giant 
Oracle – “a great company” – has entered the race.

24 Aug
TikTok sues the US government to challenge the 
executive order, and its filing reveals user stats: 
689.2 million monthly active users globally in July, 
and 100 million in the US by August.

26 Aug
Barely three months after taking the job, TikTok’s 
CEO Kevin Mayer resigns. “The role that I signed 
up for... will look very different as a result of the US 
administration’s action.”

30 Aug
The Chinese government throws a new spanner in 
the works: restrictions on exports of AI technology 
that could bar any sale of the code behind TikTok’s 
famous algorithm.

TikTok timeline continued

3 Sep
TikTok’s child-privacy critics write to Microsoft and 
Oracle urging them to promise to delete the app’s 
“treasure trove of ill-gotten, sensitive children’s data” 
if they buy the company.

7 Sep
TikTok’s music efforts continue: in a follow-up to the 
BTS partnership in February, it secures a “five-day 
premiere” of a clip from David Guetta and Sia’s new 
single before its release.

On an unhappier note, TikTok is battling to remove 
videos showing a man committing suicide, which are 
going viral on its app thanks to some unscrupulous 
meme accounts.

10 Sep
Bloomberg reports that the new Chinese regulations 
mean a TikTok US sale will struggle to meet 
Trump’s deadline. Trump’s view? “There will be no 
extension...”

13 Sep
Microsoft announces that ByteDance has rejected 
it as an acquirer, leaving Oracle in prime position – 
according to other reports, as a ‘tech partner’ rather 
than a buyer.

CLOCK
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14 Sep
TikTok announces a new milestone in Europe, 
100 million monthly active users. “We’ve taken a 
localised approach and sought to become part of the 
fabric of society here...”

15 Sep
Oracle confirms that it’s part of ByteDance’s 
proposal to the Trump administration as a “trusted 
technology provider”, with TikTok hoping this will 
“resolve the Administration’s security concerns”. 
Back in China, Douyin now has 600 million daily 
active users.

18 Sep
The US Department of Commerce announces that 
TikTok will be banned from US app stores from 20 
September, leading TikTok to file a lawsuit the same 
day trying to block the ban.

19 Sep
President Trump announces that he has approved 
the Oracle deal “in concept”, which in turn leads the 
Department of Commerce to push the app store ban 
back a week, to 27 September.

20 Sep
TikTok and Oracle announce details of the deal: 
Oracle and Walmart will take a 20% stake in a new 
TikTok Global entity, with plans to take it public via 
an IPO within a year. Trump claims the deal includes 
a $5bn education fund, which is news to ByteDance.

TikTok timeline continued

21 Sep
Confusion reigns again, with ByteDance denying that 
TikTok Global will be a majority US-owned company, 
but Trump telling reporters that if Oracle doesn’t have 
“total control” he won’t approve the deal after all.

23 Sep
A blistering editorial by the state-controlled China 
Daily News casts yet more doubt on the deal, calling 
it “a dirty and underhanded trick… dirty and unfair 
and based on bullying and extortion”. Meanwhile, 
TikTok files for an injunction to prevent the app store 
ban on 27 September.

24 Sep
Jennifer Lopez and Maluma 
are the latest big music stars 
to make TikTok a key plank in 
their marketing: livestreaming 
on the platform and launching a 
#PatiChallenge for one of their 
new singles, with the challenge’s 
hashtag quickly racing past 1bn 
video views.

27 Sep
TikTok wins its preliminary injunction: despite the US 
administration defending its decision, a US District 
judge rules that the app cannot be banned. As a 
controversy exploded about the president’s historic 
tax returns, he did not respond to the TikTok setback 
immediately.

CLOCK
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New angles on some of the data and trends that Q3 2020 
brought for the music industry

1. Breaking down the 
Hipgnosis catalogue
We’ve reported regularly on Hipgnosis Songs Fund’s 
acquisitions of publishing catalogues, but it’s worth taking 
a step back to analyse what kind of overall portfolio the 
company is putting together. Its results for its last financial 
year, which ended on 31 March, offered some useful data 
for that purpose.

By that date, Hipgnosis had a collection of 54 individual 
catalogues – 42 of which had been acquired in that last 
financial year – and 13,291 songs in total.

The company broke down those songs based on their ‘fair 
value’. As of 31 March 2020, 9% of its portfolio’s value came 
from songs released in the last three years; 59% from songs 
released 3-10 years ago; and 32% from songs released 
more than 10 years ago.

A year before, those percentages had been 14%, 76% and 
10%, so there’s a small shift away from newer works, and a 
significant shift towards older works.

The company has also seen some changes in the makeup 
of its portfolio (again, measured by fair value) in terms of 
genre. At the end of March 2019, its three most popular 
genres were pop (50%), dance (18%) and R&B (15%) but a 
year later they stood at 45%, 6% and 10% respectively, with 
rock the big gainer, growing from 5% to 28%.

The results also detailed how Hipgnosis’ catalogue makes its 
money. 35% of revenues come from performance royalties; 
9% apiece from mechanical royalties and sync; and 45% 
from digital sources.

This business is a work in progress though: since the 
financials were published, Hipgnosis has continued to raise 
money and snap up more catalogues. Barry Manilow’s 
global recording royalties; the songs catalogue of Blondie’s 
Debbie Harry and Chris Stein, and of Chrissie Hynde.

Hipgnosis has bought independent publisher Big Deal 
Music – its first move into full publishing rather than 
just ownership – and as September drew to a close, the 
company was set to spend another £190m of funding on 
yet more catalogues.

❱ Second look

thethereport ❱ Second look

Catalogue by genre, 31.03.2020
Rock R&B Pop Hip-hop
28% 10% 45% 4%

Dance
6%

Others: Christian, Country, Disco, Latin Rock, Soul

Catalogue by age, 31.03.2020

0-3 Years 3-10 Years 10+ Years
9% 59% 32%
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By the end of June 2020, 
the active users total 
hadn’t grown that much – it 
was 236 million – but the 
paying users had more than 
quadrupled to 12.5 million 
people.

What are those people paying for? Virtual gifts for their 
favourite karaoke singers and livestreamers is part of the 
story, as are premium memberships for TME’s WeSing 
karaoke app, which gives people more features.

Back in the third quarter of 2016, the monthly average 
revenue per paying user (ARPPU) for these services 
was RMB 100.7 – around $15.09 at the time. That had 
increased to RMB 125.6 by the second quarter of 2020: 
around $17.75.

That’s a lot more than the 
monthly ARPPU for Tencent 
Music’s online music services, 
which was RMB 9.3 ($1.31) in 
Q2 this year. 

That’s why, with many fewer 
users – 236 million for social 
entertainment and 651 million 
for online music – TME is 
making so much more money 
from the former category.

There’s more to come: TME 
has cited a report by iResearch 
predicting that the overall size 
of China’s online karaoke and 
music livestreaming services 
market will grow from RMB 
22bn in 2017 to RMB 130.5bn 
by 2023 – around $19.1bn.

That’s not far short of how 
much the entire global recorded 
music industry generated in 
2019 ($20.2bn).

TME also sees synergy between 
its two businesses. Artists can 
use its livestreaming platforms to 
reach fans and stimulate streams 
over on its streaming services, 
while there is also the potential 
for songs to be broken through 
a combination of streaming 
promotion and WeSing virality.

2. Tencent Music’s  
    social growth
Forget any ‘the Spotify of China’ comparisons: 
Tencent Music’s biggest business isn’t music 
streaming. It’s ‘social entertainment’, a category 
that includes karaoke and livestreaming video 
apps.

In the first half of 2020, these apps generated just under 
RMB 9bn in revenues – around $1.27bn, which was more 
than two thirds of Tencent Music’s total revenue.

We’ve been analysing TME’s financial filings to look at how its 
social entertainment business has grown since 2016. At the 
end of September that year, the company’s social apps had 144 
million monthly active users, and 2.9 million paying users.

thethereport ❱ Second look

Tencent Music: social entertainment revenues
(RMB m)
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to reports. The company says it’s on track to pay out more 
than $250m to developers in 2020 alone, up from $110m 
in 2019. 345,000 developers are currently making money 
from their Roblox games. It’s a significant digital economy.

Some of those games are huge, too. Adopt Me has more 
than 50 million monthly active users on its own, while 
Piggy, which launched in January, has been played more 
than 5bn times.

Roblox now has a head of music, Jon Vlassopulos, who told 
Music Ally in July that the platform is “open for business” for 
music partnerships.

That includes licensing deals to make music available 
royalty-free to Roblox developers – dance label Monstercat 
is the first to sign up – but also working with artists to 
build their own branded games, making money from selling 
virtual merchandise and other features.

“In the top 50 games on the platform, there isn’t a music 
game or even an artist-branded experience. It’s open season 
for people who want to come on and start building that,” he 
said. 

Atlantic Records artist Ava Max was first to try it out, with 
an album launch party in Roblox in late September. A few 
days later, more than 50,000 Roblox players had favourited 
the game, and it had been visited more than 2.4m times.

3. Roblox continues  
    to grow
In March 2018, Roblox had 50 million monthly active 
players. That doubled to 100 million by August 2019, then 
grew to 150 million by July 2020. It took just 28 months for 
the already-popular gaming platform to triple its audience.

Yet Roblox has also remained below the radar outside the 
games industry, unless you’re a parent of one of the kids 
and teenagers who are its core audience. That’s changing, 
with a wider understanding of what Roblox is, how its 
economy works, and what the company’s ambitions are – 
music included.

Roblox isn’t one game, it’s a platform with tens of millions of 
games, most of them created by its community. It’s games 
as UGC: the gaming equivalent of YouTube.

The Roblox application is available on computers, mobile 
devices, the Xbox One console and a couple of VR 
headsets. It’s free to download and its games are free to 
play, but people can spend money on its ‘Robux’ currency 
to spend within those games on upgrades and customising 
their character.

When people spend Robux in a game, the developer of 
that game gets a cut – between 20% and 30% according 
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perspective. Vinyl was 4.1% of the overall recorded music 
market in the US in the first half of this year, while physical 
was only 7% compared to streaming’s 85%.

Still, at the level of individual labels and artists, vinyl remains 
a valuable source of income – even with the production 
costs and subsequent profit margins taken into account.

It’s good to see sales holding up in the world’s biggest music 
market, despite the pandemic. Meanwhile, with hopes of 
a Covid-19 vaccine in 2020 receding, and the approach to 
lockdowns fluid (not to mention politically controversial) 
across the US, the second half of the year seems unlikely 
to dislodge vinyl from its regained status as the king of 
physical music formats there.

4. Vinyl trumps  
    CDs in the US
“Vinyl may only be 4.5% of total revenues in 
the US, but there’s a very real prospect that it 
will have overtaken CD sales when the stats for 
2020 are released this time next year,” we wrote 
in February, when reporting on the latest annual 
recorded music figures from US body the RIAA.

Is vinyl on course for that tipping point? Easily. The 
RIAA’s mid-year figures for 2020 showed a 47.6% 
decline in CD sales to $129.9m, and a 3.6% increase 
in vinyl sales to $232.1m. For the first time since the 
1980s, vinyl releases are generating more revenues 
than CDs in the US – and by a distance.

Let’s dig in to that though. In terms of unit sales, more CDs 
were sold than vinyl releases: 10.2m units and 8.8m units 
respectively. That’s an average dollar value of $12.74 per 
CD and $26.38 per vinyl release – more than double.

The premium price point is one reason why vinyl accounted 
for 62% of physical music sales in the US in the first half of this 
year. The Covid-19 pandemic may well be another, certainly in 
terms of its impact on casual CD purchases in physical stores.

We love vinyl as a format, but we regularly remind 
ourselves to put the good-news story of its comeback into 
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5. Snapchat’s comeback
It took a while, but Snapchat finally has a licensing 
relationship with music rightsholders, courtesy of deals 
announced in early August with Warner Music Group, 
Warner Chappell, Universal Music Publishing, Merlin and a 
number of members of US publishing body the NMPA.

The first use for those deals is a new feature, currently 
in testing, for people to add music clips to their snaps – 
complete with links that will take viewers to the full track 
on streaming services.

It’s thus a good time to look at how Snapchat has been 
growing in recent years, including the lull in 2018 which had 
a fair few tech experts predicting the app’s demise.

Snapchat: daily active users
($m)
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Snapchat’s chosen metric is daily active users (DAUs), and in 
the first quarter of 2016 it had 122 million of them. Despite 
Instagram cloning its popular ‘stories’ feature in August that 
year, Snapchat continued to grow, and by the end of Q1 
2018 it had 191 million DAUs.

Then came the slump: the total fell to 188 million in Q2 that 
year, and 186 million in Q3. The history of digital services 
leads us to suspect that such declines tend to accelerate 
rather than turn around, but Snapchat bucked that trend.
It returned to DAU growth in the first quarter of 2019, 
and since then has been averaging nearly 10 million DAUs 
added every quarter, to reach 238 million by the end of 
June this year.

Between the start of 2016 and then, Snapchat also grew its 
revenues considerably: from $38.8m in Q1 2016 to $454.2m 

in Q2 2020, although  
Q4 is its biggest quarter 
every year, so Q4 2019’s 
$560.9m of revenues is its 
highest so far.

An interesting comparison 
with other social apps 
comes when you calculate 
Snapchat’s average 
quarterly revenue per daily 
active user (AQRPDAU but 
let’s forget this acronym 
ever existed.)

In Q4 2019, Snapchat’s 
was $2.57 per daily active 
user. That compares to 
Facebook’s $12.70 that 
quarter, and Twitter’s $6.63.
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Every quarter, we profile some of the newest 
and most promising music/tech startups

❱ The startup files

thethereport ❱ The startup files

and project manager, and a 
professional photographer 
who’s worked for a variety of 
publications and brands.

SoundStorming came out of 
Bosch’s own experiences as a 
musician. “When I moved to new 
cities I used music to connect 
with new people – by recording 

my music to send over emails and to share by messaging,” 
he says.

SoundStorming is a social platform, but Bosch admits this 
this is a loaded phrase. The company wants to help fans 
connect to artists, and earlier in the creative cycle.

“We are the first step on your journey before you release 
your track. By making that social, you open up all these 
opportunities,” he says. Those opportunities include 
building fervent fanbases, but also reaching other artists, 
brands, labels and other industry entities.

❱ What problem is SoundStorming  
trying to solve?
“The industry is built around the final songs, not artists. 
Artists don’t have a way to profit from the actual process of 
making music,” says Bosch.

1. SoundStorming
Opening up artists’ creative 
process to fans, and helping them 
to make money from it

SoundStorming could be a lot of things, 
and at a glance the platform appears to 
begin a trek up that unassailable summit of 
music-tech: A Social Network For Music. But 
co-founders Alícia Rius and Arnau Bosch are 
keen to explain that their aim is simple.

“We want to get the fans on board earlier 
than the release date, and bring them to 
the beginning of the creative phase to make 
them fans sooner. Our mission is to build 
a more equitable ecosystem for artists and 
fans.”

Their big idea is that musicians should use 
music to communicate with fans, and that 
SoundStorming “helps them make music 
while they promote it. It allows them to 
use their musical ideas as a social post to 
connect with an audience to bring them 
along their journey.”

Both Rius’s and Bosch’s backgrounds are in advertising. 
Bosch was group creative director at TBWA\Media Arts 
Lab, the creative agency that’s been working with Apple 
since the mid-1980s, while Rius is both a copywriter 
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progress. It feels like a stroll through 
the studios of an art college: scraps 
of ideas from lots of different artists 
are on display, and the ‘collaborate’ 
button allows you to play along.

This audio-first focus feels at odds 
with the dominating image-led social 
platforms, but that’s the point, Bosch 
says: “We know that images and 
videos obviously bring another level 
– but at the same time it means an 
artist has to spend way more time 
on that. By making it about their 
[musical] behaviour, we’re opening 
the creative process.”

He compares the traditional music-
making cycle with the way Chinese 
streaming apps allow fans to 
connect to artists through tipping, or 
livestreams.

“We have been consuming music 
passively. But in Asian markets 
they shifted the model to focus on 
the fan experience rather than just 
the music. I think that’s what we’re 
moving towards.”

Rius agrees: “Attention spans are so short. SoundStorming 
has one-minute pieces of music that change quickly, so we 
feed people what they want. People create content fast…”
“…and artists can get feedback really quickly to help them 
develop their music,” continues Bosch. Rius finishes the 
thought: “The more people consume, the closer they get to 
the artists – and that’s good for the artist.”

SoundStorming’s vision of artist-fan relationships as these 
tight social groups with constant sharing might just have 
been sharpened by the Covid-19 pandemic.

“Artists used to think they couldn’t post things that were 
unfinished – now they are forced to share their process. 
I wonder how many songs would not have been released 
if it was not for this pandemic? They post videos of them 
playing in their pyjamas – and people love that. It inspires 
the people looking from the other side.”

❱ Who is SoundStorming for?
SoundStorming’s app launched in February 2020. Is it for 
audiences to discover new artists and music; for established 
artists to discover new collaborators; or for A&R to discover 
talent? The answer is: all of those things.

“The early adopters are up-coming artists entering the 

That’s what SoundStorming is aiming 
to change: in its world, songwriting 
sessions, demo recordings, rehearsal 
clips and video shoots are a series of 
tiny releases, each a chance to test 
new material, call for collaborators, and 
connect with fans. And make money 
from it too.

“One of the tasks we were challenged 
with working for Apple was to help 
promote upcoming artists that didn’t 
have new material, or were not ready 
to release an album or go on tour,” says 
Bosch.

“The answer is to create new exclusive 
content like documentaries, music 
videos, or interviews to bring attention to 
the artists. I realised that even big artists 
supported by big brands and companies 
have to speak to the audiences every 
single day.”

Spotify CEO Daniel Ek recently sparked 
a wave of criticism for talking about 
this “continuous engagement”, but it’s 
an accurate description of the current 
streaming environment. Inviting fans into 
the creative process is one way of navigating it, if an artist is 
comfortable with that.

SoundStorming’s role is partly to turn these moments into 
social posts that will help artists “know their fans better, 
communicate to them with music, and help fans become 
superfans.” The theory being that artists can still devote 
proper focus to their creative process along the way.

“Social platforms are a distraction – artists spend 70% of 
their time thinking about what photo to put on Instagram. 
They move out of making music and become marketers and 
content creators – that’s not what they want to focus on,” 
says Bosch.

In SoundStorming’s future, there is no “dead time” when 
artists retreat from view to create music – they simply share 
the fruits of the creative process, and the platform makes 
that their social feed.

“Artists are looking to bring fans along the journey and 
connect with them – and if they open up their processes, 
that increases engagement with fans.”

❱ How does SoundStorming work?
SoundStorming’s feed of music is often, as titles like 
“Dreamy vaporwave needs vocals” suggest, work in 
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of potential in SoundStorming: a music-focused 
social platform built to be a targeted marketing 
tool, an A&R tool, and a source of income for 
artists.

To help get the traction it needs, 
SoundStorming’s advisory board has music 
business luminaries including Jon Kraft, 
founding CEO of Pandora, Steve Turner, former 
CCO of Apple Music, and Dave Kushner, 
Grammy Award-winning composer and Velvet 
Revolver guitarist.

For now, Bosch wants to connect with 
musicians “who are intrigued by new ways to 
collaborate and finding new audiences. We 
are free for them to try right now. We are also 

keen to talk to labels and A&R – they have a list of artists 
that are looking for ways to communicate, and there’s a lot 
they can do to engage a fanbase and help them find artists 
on SoundStorming.”

Rius explains that SoundStorming would work with labels 
as a consultation agency: “Instead of selling user data to 
companies, we want to do the opposite – a label can come 
to us for help and we can go through our data and provide 
them with information on what’s coming up, trends, and 
most supported musicians.”

But we can also create connections with brands,” adds 
Bosch. “That will be the fun part – the collaborations that 
become campaigns. Once we have those A&R connections, 
we will have lots of inspiring campaigns we’ve never seen 
before.”

industry – and they need connections with other 
artists and are looking for feedback to evolve as 
an artist. But the ultimate goal of the platform is 
way deeper than that. A&R people are jumping 
into so many platforms to discover artists – they 
are always scattered between platforms – so we 
want to give them the tools to discover artists on 
SoundStorming.”

Importantly, it’s not just for emerging artists. 
Established stars can benefit too, and Rius and 
Bosch are “already talking to labels to bring in 
artists with a big fanbase to communicate with 
their audience. When you get to the top tier 
artists, they will be sharing differently, like how 
John Legend posts little clips of him recording a 
song on Twitter. These bits and pieces of songs 
can promote their music.”

And artists of any size can turn stumbling blocks into 
creative and marketing opportunities. “Fans are music 
makers too – they will love to share ideas with their idols. 
We will give artists all sorts of tools: an artist could post a 
beat and ask for vocals, with a 24-hour time limit to make 
it exciting for the fans and artists. So fans could create a 
vocal and others could upvote it, and the artist could pick 
the best.”

❱ How will SoundStorming make money?
SoundStorming will have three main revenue streams. 
The platform is free to use, but in the future will offer 
in-app purchases to improve the experience for creators: 
“increasing recording times, creating private groups, or an 
offline function.”

Second, the app will connect artists and fans with brands 
through targeted in-app adverts. Third, albeit further down 
the line: a paid membership model for “artists who really 
take it seriously” – including access to mentorship and 
connections to A&R and labels. SoundStorming also hopes 
to be able to create new income streams for musicians.

“There’s lots we can do, like providing functions for fan 
support and artists’ exclusive content. We will be able to 
sell merch too, but we can take it further – artists could 
have a livestream channel for a specific time, just for paid 
members or fans,” says Bosch.

If Charli XCX’s thousand-strong Zoom rooms – where fans 
scrambled to spend some virtual quality-time with her – are 
anything to go by, these are opportunities fans want.

❱ Who is SoundStorming  
  looking to work with?
The stakes are high, as the app needs lots of interaction 
between artists and fans in order to work. But there’s a lot 
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Category: Music collaboration, sharing, 
and fan connection
Headquarters: Los Angeles, California
Co-founders: Alìcia Rius (COO) and 
Arnau Bosch (CEO)
Funding so far: Self-funded 
(Soundstorming is currently seeking to 
develop relationships with: Labels, A&R, 
indie artists)
Contact details: support@soundstorming.com

CLIPBOARDSoundStorming 
factfile
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Alexander’s background as a senior pastor and 
community activist, with a long career in legal council, 
as well as launching and selling a number of startups, is 
mainly outside of the music business.

That makes for a good combination with co-founder (and 
Mime CEO) David Porter, who along with Isaac Hayes co-

wrote a string of hits for the storied label Stax, including ‘Soul 
Man’ and ‘Hold On, I’m Comin” for Sam & Dave.

Mime was initially as much an altruistic endeavour as it 
was profit-driven. Porter started a non-profit called The 
Consortium MMT, in 2012 and Alexander got involved.

“We were developing talent but the artists had to look 
outside of Memphis – Los Angeles, New York, Nashville, and 
so on – for opportunities, so we realised that we wanted 
to create a meaningful industry with a broader perspective 
in Memphis. We launched Mime so they can create in 
Memphis, with the same ecosystem as elsewhere,” he says.

Porter leant on his experience as a Hall of Fame songwriter 
to open doors and connect Mime to the established 
industry, and the company built its 4U studio first to act as 
a central hub.

❱ Looking local as the industry  
  looks international
Mime’s approach seems counterintuitive: why restrict your 
focus to a local level in the most internationalised world 
we’ve ever seen? Alexander’s mantra is methodical: act 
local, think global.

2. Mime
Taking the music business hyper-local,  
starting in Memphis

Made In Memphis Entertainment (Mime), 
launched in 2015, has a quietly radical idea at 
its core: ‘disruptive decentralisation’. It’s about 
creating a root-and-branch alternative to the traditional 
music business structure. And the company is starting local, 
in Memphis, Tennessee.

At present, Mime’s family of companies includes Beatroot 
Music, one of the first Black-owned music distributors in 
the US; Mime Records, an independent label; Heavy Hitters 
Music, a film, TV, and ad sync company; Royalty Claim, a 
platform to recover unclaimed royalties; and 4U Recording, 
a recording studio and central creative hub in Memphis.

Mime intends to roll out similar models in other cities, 
however, to create a network of hyper-local recording, A&R, 
distribution and artist development businesses. That’s the 
disruptive part.

❱ What’s the problem Mime is solving?
Artists can connect with the world from anywhere, but the big-
city hub-like nature of major labels and publishers continues to 
put the emphasis on those artists to come to them.

Mime’s co-founder and president Tony Alexander thinks that 
the industry should go to the artists: hence offering its suite of 
label, distribution and marketing services in artists’ backyards.
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He adds that Mime has already managed to drag its bigger 
competitors to Memphis, although that presents its own challenges.

“When we launched, we initially had our pick of producers, 
writers and artists who wanted to work with us. And 
then competition arrived. UnitedMasters [the distributor 
founded by Steve Stoute] started talking locally to source 
talent – Sony/ATV and Warner Chappell too. We found 
ourselves competing in our backyard – and that’s what we 
were looking for! We created options in Memphis.”

“I don’t think it was a coincidence that, when we announced 
that we were moving into the Atlanta market, Sony/ATV 
decided to set up shop there too… they understand what 
we’re trying to accomplish. They see the value in our model.”

❱ Collaboration is at the  
  core of MIME’s approach
Alexander says that Mime’s industry experience, local 
knowledge, and willingness to invest smooths the process 
of connecting with the majors.

“David Porter has industry credibility – they know he’s not a 
fly-by-night guy. We found ourselves reaching out to create 
collaborative opportunities and do writing camps, utilising 
our studio facility,” he says.

“We hosted the Recording Academy’s writing camp 
in March 2019, but we also reached out to Universal 
Publishing and Warner Chappell to bring writers to work 
with our label artists, as well as working with artists on 
major labels. It gives better exposure for the creatives we 
have signed, and it gives us a seat at the table.”

On a local level, Mime seeks people on the ground with 
good connections and who can “make the phone call and 
knows the meaningful impact – someone who understands 
the landscape,” and can influence key decisions.

“On the sub-publishing side, we found that we have a lot 
of content that is embraced by telenovelas [long-running 
soap operas] in Brazil, and even though our content may 
be a little more expensive, there’s a willingness to keep 
using it, because we have people there who can pitch it – 
and because of the years of experience of seeing how our 
content performs.”

❱ A more transparent industry  
  is coming (slowly)
Alexander has put his finger on how he thinks the altruistic 
side of his business will enable success on the money side. 
Education he says, will boost its model.

“Education is very important to transform the industry. 
There is, in many ways, a vested interest in many entities to 
keep people ignorant,” he says.

“We want to serve underserved markets rather than 
going into main markets. So we launched a publishing 
and distribution company and built out. We were able to 
build opportunities for artists here and we had a regional 
footprint – it gave us the opportunity to see what worked,” 
he says.

“We had artists recording who also needed a distributor 
– so they could record, mix, and master with us, and 
then deliver it from the same location. And, unlike other 
distributors, they can talk to a real person.”

If artists have been trained to assume that going to a 
major music-business city is what they need to further 
their career, does that present Mime with a challenge in 
convincing them to stay local?

“They appreciate the peace of mind. They’re looking 
for frustration-free delivery of content. DIY artists are 
struggling and want assistance without giving up all their 
rights, and we can do that,” says Alexander.

“We understand the market in this region, and it allows us 
to give them constant attention. They feel they have the 
same support as a major, but without that major deal.”
Mime has two tiers of deal: Standard deals involve the 
basics like playlist support, project management, and 
marketing. Premium deals involve Mime putting up the 
necessary capital, when “the artist has a team and wants 
someone to help fund a campaign. In exchange, we look for 
a longer term arrangement or a percentage of royalties until 
recoupment, and then a percentage adjustment.”

Mime never takes ownership of masters and compositions, 
which Alexander says is influenced by Porter’s experiences 
at Stax.

“In the next few years David will experience reversion of his 
copyrights, and they’re generating millions. But early in your 
songwriting career you don’t have leverage without giving 
up ownership, so we want to find a new way of doing it.”

❱ How does MIME plan to make  
  money on a national level?
Mime also has ambitions to make money – so how do you 
move from locally-minded to nationally-competitive?
“We believe in this model, and we’re about to finalise a 
space in LA and Atlanta. We’ll have studio space and we’ll 
be able to replicate the service in Memphis in other places,” 
says Alexander.

The local nodes will be interconnected – and artists will be 
able to use facilities in other cities. Why are the big major-
city-centric incumbents not doing it too? Alexander claims 
it’s because they didn’t think they needed to: they thought 
the pattern of artists coming to them would continue.

thethereport ❱ The startup files

www.musically.com
  Quarter Three 2020/Issue 429  21



Finally, the company is putting down strategic roots, too.
“We’re trying to get our team members to be active in a 
variety of different organisations – I was recently invited 
to join the advisory board of A2IM, we are sponsor of the 
Guild of Music Supervisors, and we are part of AIMP – so 
that we stay connected in trade organisations that are 
important to the ecosystem.”

Education, transparency, opportunity, and the power of 
local activity sounds like the stuff of Gen Z fever dreams, 
but Mime is doubling down on their belief that this is 
the future. Its Atlanta and Los Angeles branches will be 
announced soon, and Alexander says that the group is 
home to a happy group of creatives.

“We educate our artists… and we have a pretty pleased 
roster as a result. It’s been healthy, because people can 
just walk away. But we’re open about our fee structure, so 
artists can go and explore, and after a while, we find they 
come back because we don’t have fine print,” he says.
Alexander is hoping for some more ruffled feathers among 
the incumbents of the music business, too.

“We have heat maps of where talent 
resides. It will be interesting when 
people say ‘why are you going 
there?’ And it’ll be because there’s a 
concentration of talent that’s been 
underserved.”

“The only people who want transparency are the artists. 
Almost everyone else likes the murkiness, as it allows 
profitability on the backs of those who are uninformed. So 
we’re putting on seminars and trying to educate along the 
way, and the writers will start to lead the transformation. 
They’re hearing “own your masters” – but they don’t know 
what it means!”

“With a deeper understanding of how companies can be 
your ally and not your exploiter, an empowered creative 
base will understand that you can coexist with organisations 
that are here to help and fuel what they are doing.”

Alexander sees a wider trend of the industry moving 
towards more transparency.

“In the long term it’s inevitable. We will start to see the 
ecosystem start to stratify. We’re seeing, right now, majors 
very high on the food chain,” he says.

“When A&R and artist development was very important 
to them, they put a lot of resources into that – now they 
wait for artists to bubble up to a point where they generate 
enough income to justify majors investing in them to take 
them to another level.”

“So we’ll see those sitting in the middle who are willing 
to develop artists, producers and writers, and if the artist 
wants to do a major deal, they will be willing to transfer 
them on.”

He continues: “As each group settles into their level, there 
will not be as much antagonism – they’ll all do a dance 
and serve a unique purpose along the career trajectory for 
artists. And at that point transparency will make sense. This 
is happening in every other industry where people have a 
greater level of specialisation – so they are not concerned 
with what other people are doing and they will stay in their 
lane.”

❱ So what’s next?
Mime will continue its local-first approach, and extend their 
reach. “It’s important to be in the major markets, but the 
future is to go into smaller markets.”

Mime is using data from external tools and their own to 
find them. “We partner with Entertainment Intelligence 
as well as use internally-developed tools. There is certain 
information that we have that others don’t. The data from 
our constellation of companies allows us to do this.”

For comparison, Alexander cites the explosion of successful 
composers that emerged from Scandinavia in the last decade. 
“Had there an opportunity to get a sense of where these 
cradles of emerging talent were through data, a lot more 
people would have invested earlier to access that talent.”
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that allows companies to build the blockchain into their 
business, a platform that processes cryptocurrency 
transactions - and Surround, which brings these other 
technologies together specifically for the music industry.
It’s hard to discuss Surround - or any business that is 
attached to a blockchain - without gingerly trying to explain 
the technology behind it. It’s also useful to keep it as brief 
as possible - so here goes…

The blockchain part of Surround secures, permanently, 
the “truth” of music’s metadata: once a song belongs to 
an artist, this information cannot be changed unless they 
choose to do so. From that point, any data connected to 
that song - stream numbers or royalties for instance - can 
only be connected to that song, and only the owner knows 
which data connects to their song.

A very simple way of describing it is as a giant spreadsheet 
of songs with verified correct information that can’t be 
fiddled with, and with endlessly-updating columns of new 
data next to each song.

Surround promises this technology at scale and with 
security. The music industry can plug any number of data 
sources into Surround - metadata, royalty data, sync use 
data, social media data - and labels, catalogue owners, 
DSPs, or other third parties, can build apps on the system to 
do whatever is needed with that data.

3. Bitfury Surround
After the initial hype disappointed, can 
blockchain tech have a second coming 
for music?

Bitfury Surround says it is about to provide a 
platform that can take all your data, attach it to the 
blockchain, and standardise it.

Then, you can look at this vast, interconnected 
set of data and figure out, for instance, the money 
you’ve not recovered, and who you need to get it 
from. Or figure out who to market to better, and on 
which platforms. Or anything else.

And you’ll be able to do this with anyone else’s data 
too. 

Bitfury Surround’s CEO, Stefan Schulz, speaks about 
the power of the blockchain with a zeal you only 
really see in true crypto-aficionados: a desire to explain 
how this technology is the future of the music industry, 
and how it’s happening right now.

Schultz has two specific challenges: explaining in simple 
language how a notoriously complex piece of technology 
works practically for the music industry; whilst convincing 
that same industry to completely upend a hundred years 
of practice around how its data is shared. 

Music Ally asks him to explain it for what must be the 
thousandth time and he responds with a mixture of good 
humour and passion. 

“There is a discrepancy between the data economy and the 
copyright sector. Of the top 500 companies in the world, 
75% are driven by intangible assets - patents and content. 
The entertainment world is undervalued when it comes to 
monetisation of data,” he says.

[Actually, the percentage may be higher: financial services 
group Aon claims that 84% of the value of the S&P 500 index 
of companies is from intangible assets]

❱ What is Bitfury Surround?
Surround, he explains, is a vertical platform built specifically 
for the music business, and it rests on the bigger, agnostic 
Bitfury blockchain system.

Surround simply “provides the tools to restructure the 
management and commercial collaboration layer,” of the 
music business’ data. 

Bitfury creates platforms for private companies to take 
advantage of blockchain technology. It have a suite of 
technologies, including a blockchain-as-a-service division 

❱
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when it was selling compilation CDs. K-tel and companies 
like them were a layer that could bring hits together, and 
they sold millions at a price that people liked.”

❱ What are the commercial  
opportunities here?
If you’re wondering how you could possibly start to connect 
all this data before you find new commercial opportunities, 
Schulz explains how Surround already has apps that plug 
into the platform which does both.

“An owner of a catalogue would first secure their assets and 
run through a clear detailed KYC (Know Your Customer) 
process to secure their identity, so that they can’t be 
changed. It’s like an open book that says, ‘I own all these 
things’. And this book is not static - it’s constantly updating 
and you can see the updates in real time across all the data 
sources. You then provide more information for the system 
so that it gets better.”

Surround then offers tools to close the gap - between, for 
instance, reported usage of a song and accounting. Anyone 
using Surround can build tools to plug into Surround that do 
that - or anything else.

Schulz describes a company that makes an app that cleans 
up your data, and another that can analyse your data and 
offer advances in real time. And you can analyse other 
people’s data too.

“That’s the innovative part. Everything that is secret stays 
secret, and whatever you want to be seen can be seen. I 
would never understand who you are, or what the copyright 
or song is, but I can learn from the data,” he says.

“That’s impossible right now. So someone at a label could 
look at lots of data from other labels, but not know who it 
is, or see sensitive data.”

It’s this idea - taking anyone’s anonymised data on the 
blockchain and slicing it any way you like to learn from 
it -  that will make some eyebrows leap upwards. For an 
industry that carefully guards access to data, this may sound 
too radical to comprehend. 

Schultz is describing not just a technology change, but a 
culture change: to access this automated data panacea, 
rights holders need to be able to see each others’ 
anonymised data. For Schultz, it’s a no-brainer: “Why not 
use the opportunity of collaboration to provide much more 
business?”

❱ Is this too risky to work?
What would he say to the sceptics who see this as too 
risky? Surely someone could try and backwards engineer a 
set of data to figure out who it belongs to - and then they 

The main issue, says Schulz, is that it’s still so hard to know 
in the music industry which data is correct, and then to 
connect it to other data. Schultz says that by, “providing 
an open data layer that cannot be manipulated and that 
provides one single source of truth, collaboratively managed 
and respected,” the music industry will experience, “a 
massive change from the bottom-up.”

❱ What problem is Surround solving?
Schultz - who has a long background in building digital 
products for the music business for, amongst others, 
Vivendi Mobile Group and UMG, and more recently, 
monetising “intangible assets,” - says that today’s music 
industry is not built to capture the full value of its assets. 
Artists, he said, “are outsourcing their IP for 150 years [of 
copyright] into an inefficient system.”

“So we solve this by giving them a platform where they 
can securely manage the assets and interact commercially, 
where you can grow and at the same time optimise 
workflows. And it’s totally open.”

He says that despite the complexity of the technology, 
people generally understand the possibilities immediately, 
because, “the music industry has an asset class lacking in 
the commercial infrastructure to allow people to maximise 
the value of their assets. Everyone understands that. The 
systems in place right now are so complex. For each party in 
the industry, their data system is clear, but from outside it’s 
complicated.” 

Essential to Surround is the ability to prove ownership, 
because then all other data connects to the rights 
holders. Once ownership, data streams, and contracts 
are all connected, Surround becomes a dashboard where 
opportunities for new monetisation of the IP can be 
spotted.

“If you put the data in sync you have transparency of what’s 
happening. In the music industry, you never have a clear 
picture. This information cannot be processed until it’s 
all together. It needs to be tracked and traced and then it 
makes sense.”

“Making sense of data is super important. The commercial 
aspect is also currently completely out of the hands of the 
industry: why is there no digital scarcity of anything? It’s 
irrational that we only have one price point in digital: we 
used to have a hundred price points for physical sales. The 
current industry has no answer for that. It is economically 
nonsense.”

Schulz points to the past, where multiple competing parties 
collaborated to make a lot of money. “There are no supply 
and demand rules active in the industry around pricing, 
scarcity and collaboration. The business was accelerating 
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of trapped - a lot of exploitation that is 
unregistered. You have a big hole in the 

secure identification of copyright, holes 
in the interactivity between players, 
causing delays and friction, and you 
don’t have the data security today to put 
in perspective how exploitation, creation, 

allocation and attribution correlate.”

“I want to positively connect everyone to solve 
large issues in the industry. We are agnostics. We 

will not take an active role in how it plays out. That is super 
important to understand. The market needs to do that. We 
just provide the tools. And they are really powerful.”

If the future Schulz is describing - where huge data sets are 
connected seamlessly and pored over to identify thousands 
of tiny unexploited opportunities -  sounds complex (or 
even uncool), consider the labyrinthine processes that 
have grown, piecemeal, over decades into today’s music 
business. 

Or systems that struggle to communicate with each other, 
often within the same business. If a new, clearer, reliable, 
safe system could be built, wouldn’t you want to at least 
try it out? Or, as Schultz puts it, “instead of everyone suing 
each other inside a value chain, trying to get a bit more 
of the cake - the problem is that the cake is too small. We 
need another cake!”

would have non-anonymised access to, say, a 
label’s data? 

They’re missing the point, says Schulz: any 
chance of managing to crack the anonymity of 
data on Surround’s platform is infinitesimally 
small (he claims he can say “with 99.999% 
accuracy that data is safe”), and that the industry 
should open its eyes to the risk of the data it holds 
now being hacked by conventional means.

“Your data is not safe as it is today. I’ve met hackers…” - 
he pauses to reach for the right emphasis  - “...they know 
everything. What you can know is that you are fully 
exposed today!”

In his view, blockchain technology offers an opportunity 
to unify data, record things with clarity and openness, 
and automation of what are currently inefficient and slow 
systems. It sounds ideal - so surely with all these benefits, 
the industry at large would be desperate to implement this 
system. So what is slowing the industry down?

“Two things: fear and protection. They are protecting their 
legacy - the bonuses and incentive schemes inside the 
industry are not incentivised to embrace change. The other 
thing is the uncertainty of privacy - ‘how can I give my data 
away?’. It’s understandable - but if you ask what they do 
with that data, they’re not sure how to deploy solutions 
themselves. That’s why we have built a bespoke music 
industry layer.”

“Then there’s some concerns about the legitimacy of the 
system: this whole crypto-space has been the wild west, 
and people are afraid of that. But the wild west is the 
beginning of something good.”

Schulz says Surround’s underpinning, agnostic blockchain 
tech is safe: “Bitfury is well positioned: we have the highest 
security of information in the world in our infrastructure. 
We have a proven team. If you compromise security, the 
company is dead.”

Music Ally spoke to Scott Cohen of WMG last year and he 
said: “WMG is, ‘all-in’ with ‘many proof-of-concept projects 
underway, including with BitFury’s Surround’” - so what’s 
happening there? 

Schulz wouldn’t give an exact date of when Surround will 
launch, or give details of specific partners, but said that, “we 
are feeling big enthusiasm [in general]. There are plenty of 
reasons why it makes sense to look at Surround. Scott, like 
many people in other majors, is a very innovative person.

“We all have plenty to win if we apply this technology. 
There are obvious areas in which the market today is kind 

thethereport ❱ The startup files

Category: Blockchain, data, payments, 
infrastructure
Headquarters: Berlin, LA
Management Team/Founding Team:  
Stefan Schulz CEO / Mark Doller CAO / 
George McIntyre (CTO)
Funding so far: €5m (Surround is 
currently seeking to develop relationships 
with: collecting societies, major labels 
and artists)
Contact details: Verena Vehling (Europe): 
v.vehling@surround.com, or  
Fabian Alsultany (North America): 
f.alsultany@surround.com

Bitfury Surround 
factfile CLIPBOARD

www.musically.com
  Quarter Three 2020/Issue 429  25



THE ARGENTINIAN RECORDED MUSIC MARKET stands 
as a stark reminder of how misleading figures can be, if not 
considered in their context. Local Music Ally sources say 
that recorded music revenue in Argentina was up 40.9% 
in 2019, which sounds like a stellar performance until 
you discover that inflation in the same time period was a 
shocking 53.8%, a fact that suggests a very sad state of 
affairs for the local music business.

Indeed, Guillermo Castellani, general manager of Warner 
Music Argentina, says that the Argentinian music business 
“took a hit in 2019” as inflation accelerated and recession 
struck. GDP in Argentina shrank 2.5% in 2018 and 2.2% in 
2019, according to the World Bank, with a 7.3% fall expected 
in 2020 (see graph).

Nicolás Madoery, director of 432 Hertzios and country 
manager Argentina of Ditto Music, say that the Argentinian 
economy is “really bad”. “We have a very large inflation 
process, while the dollar rises and salaries are not able to 
match these increases, purchasing power is falling in general 
lines for the middle class (and obviously the lows),” he explains. 
“Fortunately, the new government is taking the situation 
seriously but we have come from four very bad years and the 
situation generated by the pandemic is not helping.”

Little wonder, then, that Castellani, says 2020 is “proving 
tough” for the music business, with COVID-19 particularly 

COVID-19 is particularly impacting the performance rights income that 
makes up a significant part of the Argentinian music industry revenue... 
but streaming is serving as something of a silver lining. 

impacting the performance rights income that make up such 
a significant part of Argentinian music industry revenue. 
Performance rights revenues made up more than half of total 
recorded music income last year in Argentina, according to local 
sources, compared to around 22% of Latin America as a whole.

Castellani says that performance rights income is expected 
to fall by around a third this year, with most venues 
remaining closed. “The Argentine government closed all 
bars, hotels and restaurants on March 20” he says. “There’s 
been some loosening, with bars and restaurants allowed to 
serve takeaways, but they’re tending not to play music to 
customers. Restrictions have been loosened in some areas 
where infection rates are lower, but they’re pretty marginal 
to the performance rights market.”

However, he adds that performance rights are expected to 
expand by more than 80% next year in Argentina. Another 
positive is streaming, with more than 4.5m people in 
Argentina now paying for a premium subscription service, a 
figure that Castellani calls “a really strong platform for future 
growth when we emerge from the current COVID crisis”.

Castellani explains, “One silver lining of the current situation 
is that an increasing number of fans have started using 
streaming services. As the audience has skewed a little older, 
we’ve seen catalogue tracks generating an increasing number 
of streams. While many people have initially been using the 
free tiers of services, they’ve got into the streaming habit 
and that’s great for the whole industry. The rate of streaming 
growth has been slightly obscured by high inflation and 
delays in payments by platforms but the direction of travel is 
extremely positive.”

Mia Nygren, managing director for Latin America at Spotify, 
says that the Argentinian audiences “skew mobile, social 
media and real-time information consumption”, which she 
sees as an advantage for the future when “innovation around 
fan and artist connections will be key”. 

What’s more, she says that quarantine has led to many 
people across Latin American opening bank accounts, which 
will work to the digital music industry’s advantage “Financial 
inclusion, by the means of digital payments, was a challenge 
for the digital economy to flourish,” she explains. “This trend 
could positively affect the music industry.”

❱ Argentina
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Population... 45.5m 

GDP (purchasing power parity)... $922.1bn 

GDP per capita (PPP)...  $20,900* 

Internet users - home... 31.4m 

Broadband connections... 8.5m 

Broadband - subscriptions per 100 inhabitants...  19 

Mobile phone subscriptions...  58.6m

Smartphone users... 31.2m  

Sources: CIA World Factbook / Statista
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Another positive for the Argentinian music business is the 
rise in exports. Castellani says that Argentina is once again 
exporting music worldwide “after 30 long years”. “We’ve seen 
the emergence of a particular Argentine take on Latin music,” 
he explains. 

“It’s not reggaeton, or a descendant of it, it’s a specific genre 
inspired by American ‘80s hip-hop, early trap music and 
2000s rappers.” Possibly the best known example of this is 
Paulo Londra a young rapper / singer who featured on Ed 
Sheeran’s “No. 6 Collaborations Project”.

Madoery says that there has been “an explosion of new 
projects in Argentina, linked to rap and rhythms such as 
trap that very quickly went out to conquer other territories”. 
“The greatest example is Paulo Londra,” he adds, “but also 
Khea, Duki, or Wos managed to transcend borders with a 
new Argentine musical sound and at an incredible speed 
and today there is a very powerful scene and many new 

artists with international 
projection.”

As such Castellani says he 
is “optimistic that things will 
be much better in 2021, 
as we get past the current 
crisis”.  “The success of 
local urban music is set to 
fuel wider industry growth 
over the next few years,” 
he concludes. “At Warner, 
we’re working with exciting 
artists such as Lil Killah 
who are really connecting 
with fans and starting to 
generate big streaming 
numbers. Our international 
acts, such as Coldplay 
and Dua Lipa, are also 

continuing to generate significant traction in Argentina.”

Nygren shares this optimism. “When looking at the health of 
the Argentinian music market there are multiple factors at 
play that have to be taken into account: inflation, currency 
depreciation, overall economic health and the relationship 
between all of them, just to name a few,” she says. “We can 
confidently say that we see the Argentinian music industry 
continue to grow. While we don’t pretend to make any 
macroeconomic projections, we see positive signs that 
support the idea of growth in the market following our 2019 
metrics compared to the previous year. We also expect 
growth to continue happening this year too.” 

Source: World Bank

❱ Argentina continued
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Guillermo Castellani,  

Warner Music Argentina

One silver lining of  
the current situation 
is that an increasing 
number of fans have 
started using streaming 
services... the direction 
of travel is extremely 
positive.” 
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CHINA’S GROWING IMPORTANCE as a digital music 
market is perhaps only matched by a fundamental lack of 
understanding that exists about the country. That’s not 
necessarily the music industry’s fault: it’s extremely difficult 
to get your head around a country of 1.4bn people whose 
political structure is very different to what many people 
working in the traditional music industry power bases are 
familiar with. Indeed, China’s surge in political and economic 
power over the last two decades has left many global 
industries discombobulated.

It doesn’t help either that statistics about China’s recorded 
music industry are generally seen as unreliable. In his 2019 
Midem keynote speech, Mathew Daniel, VP of international 
at Chinese streaming service NetEase Cloud Music, 
warned that IFPI numbers for China were largely based on 
advances; that means they may not necessarily reflect the 
music industry’s actual performance there. Current IFPI 
numbers for China, according to Music Ally sources, suggest 
that the country’s recorded music industry grew 16% in 
2019 and it is the seventh biggest market globally with a 
market size of $590.9m.

A recent report by the Chinese government, however, put 
the value of China’s digital music industry in 2018 at RMB 
61.24bn, or around $8.76bn, a vast difference from the IFPI 
figures, even if we allow that the Chinese report includes 
areas like mobile karaoke that the IFPI does not track. 

A lack of reliable figures makes China a difficult music market to 
understand. Even so, its digital potential is vast.

Both reports do, at least, agree that China’s digital music 
business is growing, with the 2019 China Music Industry 
Development Report claiming that China’s digital music 
business increased by 5.5% from 2017 to 2018 while the 
number of digital music users exceeded 550m, a jump of 
5.1% year-on-year.

What, exactly, these digital music users are doing is still not 
entirely clear. Streaming, as you might imagine, dominates 
digital music consumption in China. The divide, however, 
between ad-supported and paid users is opaque at best. 
The IFPI, for example, reports that revenue from ad-
supported streaming is greater than that of subscription 
in China – a claim that was met with some surprise by 
some local Music Ally sources. “For most of the platforms, 
subscription income is still the largest contributor in the 
digital music market,” says a representative of NetEase 
Cloud Music.

Simon Robson, president, Asia Region, Warner Music, says 
that the ad-supported model isn’t really set up to make money 
in China but is instead designed to drive traffic to the service. 
“Within China, the GDP is so different from city to city that 
it becomes difficult to set standard pricing per month for a 
product,” he says. “So despite the ad-supported model not 
making money at the moment, it will continue to be used to 
drive traffic. I’m hopeful that we’ll start to see people in China 
migrate to paid subscription in the near future.”
 
He explains that there are currently 60m paid subscribers 
in China – a number that is the second highest globally 
overall but still represents under 5% of the country’s total 
population. “That number has more than doubled in the last 
two years, which is a really positive sign and shows that the 
public are starting to embrace paid subscription services,” 
he adds.

NetEase itself was reported to have around 600m 
registered (rather than active) users at the end of 2018, 
making it the main rival to Tencent Music’s three streaming 
services in China – Kugou Music, QQ Music and Kuwo 
Music. In May 2020, Tencent said that it had 657m monthly 
active users across its three services, of which 42.7m were 
paying, up 50.4% year-on-year. 

Announcing the results, Tencent also revealed strong 
growth in subscription revenues, which went from RMB 
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710m ($101.5m) in the first quarter of 2019 to RMB 
1.21bn ($ 173.1m) in Q1 2020. This is an encouraging 
result, although it is worth bearing in mind that two-thirds 
of Tencent Music’s revenues in the quarter still came from 
‘social entertainment’ (mostly karaoke and live video).
If you needed further proof of China’s singularity in the 
global music market, the NetEase representative mentions 
the importance of Shuzi Zhuanji. This roughly translates 
as “digital albums”, although this doesn’t tell the full story. 
Shuzi Zhuanji are albums on digital music platforms that 
even subscribers have to pay extra to access, either to 
stream or to download. According to one source, releasing 
an album like this is something of a badge of pride for artists 
and fans, serving as proof of their popularity.

The albums also work as a form of bragging rights for fans, 
according to Tinko Georgiev, VP of international business 
for industry services company Kanjian Music. “The idea 
behind this is that you could buy multiple copies of an 
album and they have gamification techniques,” he says. 

“Tencent is integrated with [hugely popular messaging 
app] WeChat. So if you share on WeChat that you have 
purchased 100 copies of, let’s say, the new Taylor Swift 
album, then you can gift it to 99 people. They have 
leaderboards – with the most dedicated fans showing off on 
them. It is a very popular thing in China, a very interesting 
way of bragging about how much money you have and 
showing that you support the artist for real.” (Taylor Swift, 
incidentally, is a pertinent example: the Shuzi Zhuanji 
release of her most recent album, Folklore, reportedly 
made $1.2m in three days on NetEase Cloud Music after its 
release in July 2020.)

advertisements on the back of all of China Airlines’ flight 
tickets. If the total sales hit 500k, NetEase will make it to 
big LED screen in Beijing, Shanghai and Wuhan. If the sales 
achieve 700k, the ad for the album will be on Beijing Metro 
for one week. If it goes to a million, the video teaser will 
displayed for a week in Times Square in New York.”

WeChat – which is vast in China and lesser known in 
the West – is one of many platforms that foreign music 
industries will have to get to grips with if they want to make 
progress in China. 

Xiaoman Zou, co-founder of Kanjian Music, told Music 
Ally’s NY:LON Connect conference in January 2020, “China 
basically lives inside WeChat now. We talk to the DSPs on 
WeChat, we fix problems for the releases on WeChat, too. 
Of course we use email, but if you want to do business in 
China, you have to use WeChat.”

Sina Weibo – often described as “China’s Twitter” – is 
another key platform as well as Douyin/TikTok and Tencent 
QQ. Then there is NetEase Music’s own Fan Connect, which 
allows fans to comment publicly on albums and tracks. US 
singer Lauv, for example, recently took part in a fan Q&A on 
Fan Connect. 

However, Mathew Daniel told Midem that many 
international artists don’t concentrate as much as they 
should on Chinese social media.  “International artists also 
need to put in the effort to make their music relevant,” he 
said. “There’s no Facebook, no Instagram, no Twitter. One 
of the things I always ask labels is, ‘Would you do a release 
without Facebook, Instagram or Twitter?’ And they say, 
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Kanjian international business 
specialist Yutong Situ gives an 
example of how this gamification 
can work. “For the digital album New 
World by Chenyu Hua, a local top-
level pop singer, fans who purchased 
the album enter a draw to win 
autographed merchandise. Another 
gamification function is that, since on 
NetEase Music [as on Tencent Music 
Entertainment’s DSPs] customers 
are allowed and encouraged to buy 
multiple digital copies [plus] there is a 
‘unlocking offline promotion’ section.” 

Situ adds, “If the total digital sales hit 
270k digital copies, NetEase will run 
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the market, such as Latvian producer Tobu, who works with 
Kanjian directly. 

“Artists who are making money from their success in the 
West and have not yet invested in developing their profile 
in mainland China need to do it in the next three-to-five 
years,” he says. “Otherwise they will be left out for good. At 
the same time, this levels the field for more artists like Tobu 
to make a name for themselves.” 

Chinese artists looking to export their music internationally 
are in a similar position of limited success, with the likes of 
Kris Wu, Lay Zhang and Jane Zhang making some inroads 
here. Robson, meanwhile, says that Warner China act Tia 
Ray “has huge potential to succeed internationally”.

Ultimately, whatever the actual size of the Chinese 
music industry, there is little doubt that it is going to get 
significantly bigger as China itself continues to grow in 
stature and wealth. China’s response to COVID-19 has 
meant that the country’s economy has been quick to 
recover from the impact of the pandemic, with the Chinese 
economy growing 3.2% in Q2 2020 while many other 
countries were experiencing historic slumps.

Robson believes that we could see China in the top three 
markets globally within the next five years “and potentially 
even sooner”. 

“The population is so big and we’re seeing streaming and 
music consumption grow each day,” he concludes. “It’s a 
very exciting time for the Chinese music market.”

‘Never!’ And I say, ‘That’s exactly what you do in China!’”

Georgiev says, “There is a fundamental difference in the way 
these artists build their careers in mainland China and they 
try to apply it outside. It doesn’t work. And it is the same 
the other way around. Western acts try to apply the same 
techniques they use outside to China. And it doesn’t work 
again.”

It is perhaps for this reason that Western acts aren’t making 
the same impact in China that they are in many other 
markets. That’s not to say that there aren’t successes. Robson 
notes that three or four years ago foreign music represented 
about 11% or 12% of the Chinese market and this has now 
increased to around 17% or 18%, largely thanks to streaming. 

Meanwhile, in 2019, Taylor Swift’s’ Lover shifted 1m album 
equivalent units in its first week of release, breaking the 
record for first-week consumption of an album by a foreign 
act in China. All the same, these successes still tend to be 
overshadowed by local artists. 

A NetEase Music representative says that Lover sold 
400,000 copies on NetEase Cloud Music in its first week, 
on the way to sales of 700,000 copies on the platform. They 
added, “Though these sales numbers are impressive, on 
NetEase Cloud Music some top Chinese singers perform 
even better. For example, the album New World by Chinese 
pop singer-songwriter Hua Chenyu achieved sales of a 
million copies, resulting in RMB 20m [$2.9m] revenue 
within three days of release.”

Daniel tells Music Ally that the appetite for foreign music 
in China “is obviously growing”. “From our perspective, a 
large portion of our music listeners are the post-1990s 
generations who have grown up in the globalisation era,” he 
says. 

“They are more open to new cultural influences and diverse 
music genres, with wider access to more foreign music than at 
any other point in history. Streaming has definitely increased 
the consumption of international music, with our users having 
access to more than 30m songs.” However, he cautions that 
beyond accessibility, international labels “have to increase the 
contextual relevance to feed this appetite amongst users, so 
there is still work to be done”.

Georgiev believes that there is a relatively small window for 
established Western acts to break China, before their place 
is taken by new acts who have made more of an effort in 
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AS IN MOST COUNTRIES, the nationwide lockdowns 
imposed in India to contain the spread of Covid-19 have had 
severe effects on the music industry there over the past six 
months.

That’s not because India is a strong market for physical sales: 
at $132.8m, streaming accounted for 73.2% of the $181.4m 
Indian recorded music market in 2019.

Instead, it’s because the majority of the music consumed 
on Indian streaming services is from film soundtracks, the 
releases of which have largely been on hold since mid-March.

Surprisingly, the recorded music industry has been resilient. 
Listenership on audio streaming services grew by 40% year-
on-year in the first half of 2020, according to trade body the 
Indian Music Industry (IMI).

The impact of the lockdown has been buffered by the 
exponential increase in the nationwide popularity of “non-
film” music, a nebulous and problematic term used to refer 
mainly to pop music created outside of the canvas of a film.

“Different labels are taking different strategies,” says Vikram 
Mehra, the managing director of the country’s oldest record 
label Saregama, and chairman of the IMI. “But there’s a clear-
cut understanding in all of us right now that we need to also 
focus on non-film music.”

The Indian music industry is encouraged by the growth  
of ‘non-film’ music, but is keen to drive more paid  
subscriptions

“Saregama wants to focus more on the regional [language] 
aspect because of the inherent strengths we have in our 
catalogue. We are moving into Gujarati, Punjabi, Bhojpuri, 
and Tamil in a very big fashion. Other labels are putting a lot 
of money into Hindi originals. [For the first] time [since the 
1990s], one is seeing enough attention from the label side 
and enough interest from the customer side for non-film 
music.”

In India, Universal Music pivoted to completely to non-
film music a few years ago. At Sony Music, which has a 
presence across multiple genres and languages, there’s been 
a concerted effort to build a market for non-film content in 
places where there isn’t one such as “the south [of India], 
which is predominantly soundtrack-driven”, says managing 
director Rajat Kakar.

To this end, the label launched the ‘Madras Gig’ series of Tamil 
pop singles in 2018 and encouraged by its success, followed it 
up with the ‘Hyderabad Gig’ set of Telugu pop releases earlier 
this year.

Saregama and Sony’s focus on regional music is a considered 
decision. The segment now makes up 35% of the plays on 
Gaana, which claims to have 185 million monthly active users 
(MAUs), making it the nation’s most popular audio-streaming 
service.

“Regional music has grown 26 times in the last three-three 
and a half years,” says CEO Prashan Agarwal. “The reasons are 
two-fold: as the penetration of the app deepens across the 
country into Tier II and Tier III cities, there’s more and more 
exposure being given to consumers of the language that they 
prefer. Secondly, the quality of content has started improving 
across all the regional languages.”

❱ India
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The rise of non-film and regional music is best seen 
on YouTube, for which India is the largest and 
fastest growing market – more than 265 million 
MAUs in April 2019, and likely considerably more 
now.

Of the 18 songs to have topped YouTube’s Top 
Music Videos chart for India, which launched in 
September 2019, 13 have been non-film tracks: five 
are in Hindi, four in Punjabi, two in Bhojpuri and two in 
Haryanvi.

It’s a trend that’s being mirrored across audio streaming 
platforms, from Gaana’s chief rivals, JioSaavn and Wynk 
Music, which are owned respectively by telcos Jio and Airtel 
and also claim over 100 million MAUs, to global services like 
Spotify, and ByteDance’s new entrant Resso.

As a result, it’s not just labels that are investing in “non-film” 
content. Gaana began releasing Gaana Originals, a series of 
exclusives it curates in collaboration with labels, in 2017, the 
same year JioSaavn launched Artist Originals, an in-house 
label for independent artists.

As the user bases increase and become more diverse, DSPs 
are discovering that there’s an audience for every kind of 
music in India, where the sheer numbers – be it in terms of 
overall population or smartphone users – have made the 
country one of the most attractive markets on the globe.

The nation is home to at least nine audio streaming services 
including Amazon Prime Music, Apple Music and Hungama 
Music, with a tenth, Denmark’s Moodagent, expected to 
launch soon.

The IMI estimates these services collectively have more 
than 300 million MAUs, but the proportion of those people 
who pay for subscriptions has remained a low single-digit 
percentage for years.

It’s this statistic that makes India’s recorded music industry, 
ranked No.15 in the IFPI’s 2019 Global Music Report, 
particularly vulnerable during times of economic downturn.

So, while streaming is on the upswing as most of the 
country works from home, the knock-on effect of the fall in 
advertising revenue during the second quarter, despite an 
improvement in the third quarter, is expected to substantially 
affect labels’ total revenues for the year.

This could mean that in value terms, India 
– where ad-supported streams generated 
54% of the monies accumulated from 
audio streams in 2019 – could end 
2020 with a dip in overall revenue.

Depending on how long the ongoing 
pandemic lasts, the IMI could miss its 

goal of becoming one of the top ten music 
markets in the world by 2022.

“That’s the problem of an ad-supported model,” says Blaise 
Fernandes, the president and CEO of the IMI. “When the 
economy tanks, the advertising budget is the first to take a hit.”

Executives across the industry echo each other when they say 
that streaming services now need to move from “playing the 
valuation game” to a business model where the majority of 
people pay for music.

Sony Music’s Kakar is of the opinion that putting “compelling 
content”, such as “some new releases” and “experiences 
such as artist interactions behind a paywall,” will be key to 
converting ad-supported consumers.

He also recommends containing the quantity of tracks 
available to free users as well as limiting free trial periods to 
no more than three months.

RAJAT KAKAR

BLAISE FERNANDES
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“We’re really working with our partners to make sure people 
start paying in this eco-system so we get to know what they 
actually want to consume rather than them playing the first 
available playlist that comes on the deck,” he says. 

There is some debate about the price point at which Indian 
consumers will make the switch, however.

“You need to [make it] extremely affordable and get large 
numbers,” says Mehra. “That’s the India dynamic. I think Rs19-
Rs29 per month is a very decent value at 
which you can get customers.”

Kakar, on the other hand, doesn’t believe 
the current rates are the issue. “The cost 
of one CD was Rs199-Rs299. Consumer 
research back [then showed that] people 
bought at least four to five CDs a year. 
Video OTT services [such as Netflix and 
Amazon Prime] have shown that people 
are willing to put money on the table.”

India’s existing prices are already some 
of the lowest in the world, starting at 
Rs99 [about $1.34] for a month on the 
majority of services including Gaana, 
for which income from subscriptions 
accounts for a little over a third of 
revenues.

“We think the sweet [spot] for the 
Indian market is Rs399 (for an annual 
subscription), which is about Rs1.20 per 
day,” says Agarwal. The service is already 
experimenting with a tiered payment structure, which the 
industry believes will be crucial for a price-sensitive market 
like India’s.

“We have three pillars: ad-free, HD quality and unlimited 
downloads,” says Agarwal. “If you only want one of the three 
features, you get a different price point. 

“We’ve also launched language packs, where [for example] if 
you’re listening [mostly] to Punjabi [music], you [can] get the 
three features for only that language and a separate price.”

The results, he says, are encouraging. Subscriptions grew 2.5 
times in the first half of this year as compared to the first six 
months of 2019.

However, Agarwal points out, “for content to be put behind 
a paywall, the entire eco-system has to work towards that, 
which means not just audio but video as well.”

That much of film-crazy India prefers to “watch music” as 
opposed to “listen to it” is well documented not only in the 
massive viewership of YouTube but also that of the recently 
banned TikTok, for which India was the biggest market.

The dozens of new short video sharing apps that have 
emerged over the last few months 
as potential contenders for its crown 
are the new bugbear of the music 
industry, as a number of them have 
yet to procure licensing deals from 
labels.

T-Series has reportedly sent legal 
notices to half-a-dozen such apps 
including Bolo Indya, Josh, Mitron, 
Roposo, Snack Video; MX Takakak, 
which shares the same parent 
company as Gaana, the Times 
Group; and Triller, which recently 
entered into a strategic partnership 
with JioSaavn.

According to Fernandes, the 
proliferation of such unlicensed 
services is among the key areas of 
concern that need fixing.

Others include “a relook” at the 
provision of the Indian Copyright 

Act that pertains to intermediary liability and some finality 
from the judiciary that “internet broadcasting” organisations 
are not entitled to a statutory licence under the controversial 
Section 31D of the Act, as determined in the April 2019 ruling 
by the Bombay High Court in the Tips Industries vs. Wynk 
Music case.

While a “deeper penetration of public performance licensing” 
and “expanding the base of synchronisation”, which currently 
account for 10.2% and 5.9% of the total revenue, are 
potential areas for growth, both are likely to be hindered by 
the ongoing lockdown.

During a panel at the All About Music conference in August, 
Ameet Datta, legal consul for the Indian Performing Rights 

PRASHAN AGARWAL
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Society (IPRS), said that because in India, traditionally, record 
labels have also played the role of publishers, he doesn’t 
believe the current value of $181.4 million or Rs1,277 core 
(as per the exchange rate used by the IFPI in the GMR) is 
accurately representative of the true worth of the music 
industry.

“International companies as a matter of business practice 
have had a separation between the publishing business and 
the masters business,” said Datta.

“That’s not been the case for the Indian music industry. The 
master rights business has encapsulated publishing in it as 
well. Consider the master right imperative and the publishing 
imperative both competing together under one roof and take 
a guess who wins.”

By his assessment, “the size of the publishing industry” by 
itself is “between Rs600 crore and Rs800 crore” [between 
$81.3m and $108.4m] a year.

“You take 300-odd million subscribers for music streaming 
services,” said Datta. “Many of them of don’t pay because the 
streaming services are free themselves but if you apply that to 
say Rs20 a month, you have that value in any case.”

Notably, neither Gaana nor JioSaavn are presently 
members of the IPRS, although both have said 

they’re in discussions with the CMO.

One area from which labels are aiming to 
increase revenues is royalties from radio 
licensing.

The end of September saw the lapse of 
the ten-year period for which a compulsory 

licence rate of 2% of net advertising revenue was 
granted by India’s Copyright Board to private radio 
broadcasters to pay as royalty to labels, whose 
mandate at the time was with CMO PPL India.

The rate, labels say, was determined when the 
radio industry was at a nascent stage; today, its 
turnover of Rs3,100 crore is nearly three times 
that of the recorded music industry. The IMI has 
proposed a royalty rate of 10%, which it says is 
closer to that paid by labels directly licensing 

their sound recordings to radio broadcasters.
There’s also the hope that ad revenues will 

gradually increase. “Advertising on digital platforms is coming 
back in a significant [way],” says Saregama’s Mehra.

“We’ve got multiple ways to gauge it. One is the money we 
make from YouTube. Another is the number of enquiries we 
get from people who want to use our songs in their ads. A 
decent amount of resurgence seems to be happening. Festival 
season is coming. There seems to be lots of interest.”

With the government’s decision to allow cinemas to reopen 
from October 15, some long-delayed film soundtracks are 
likely to be 
released during 
the fourth 
quarter. That 
could just mean 
that the music 
industry may 
have more 
reason to 
celebrate this 
festive season.
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WHEN A MAJOR RECORD LABEL group decides to open an 
office in a new country, it is generally to scope local musical 
talent and to try to drive revenue. Universal Music Group’s 
decision to open a new office in Israel, however, looks rather 
more complicated.

Announcing the move, UMG said that the idea was “to focus 
on the signing and developing of domestic artist talent, 
alongside exploring creative opportunities for commercial 
partnerships, new technology and innovation for artists, labels 
and partners within Israel”. 

Yoram Mokady, the former HOT Telecommunications 
executive who will head up Universal Israel, said that the 
initiative would “provide a welcome boost for the entire 
Israeli artist community, whilst strengthening the wider music 
ecosystem within the country”.

It seems likely, though, that Israel’s technological brains may 
benefit more from Universal Israel than the country’s musical 
talent. Israel, dubbed the “Start Up Nation” in 2009, is a 
tech powerhouse, with Israeli music technology companies 
including marketing startup feature.fm, music rights 
firm Revelator, social music app 2gether and AR specialists 
fuse.it and Rubato.life. 

By contrast, Israel’s biggest current musical exports are 
probably Infected Mushroom, Guy Gerber and Balkan Beat 

Israel offers unique challenges and unique opportunities to the global 
music business – a relatively small country with a strong tech culture, 
where music streaming has, perhaps, yet to really catch on.

Box, three names who enjoy cult success rather than headline 
fame in the country. (Universal France/Barclay, incidentally, 
has Tel Aviv indie pop duo Lola Marsh on its books.)

At the same time, Israel has a modest recorded music market 
domestically. Record labels in Israel don’t report their sales 
figures, which means finding accurate information about the 
size of the market is difficult. And yet Statista claims that 
digital music revenue in Israel will reach $40m in 2020, a 
result that would put it roughly equal with the Czech Republic 
in the world rankings.

Statista also says that the Israeli recorded music market is 
growing, predicting an annual growth rate of 6.6% between 
2020 and 2024 that will result in a market volume of $46m – 
which is a respectable, rather than spectacular, performance. 
Streaming is the driver here: Statista claims that streaming 
revenue in Israel will expand by 15.6% in 2020 to $36m, with 
user penetration of 19.3%.

“The digital music business in Israel is growing and these 
figures seem to be right,” says Alon Farid, head of digital 
at Israel’s Helicon Music, which has historically managed 
UMG’s digital catalogue in Israel and will continue to do so 
until Universal’s new office opens in 2021. “There are more 
subscribers and more traffic – and global services have 
targeted Israel as a good territory for a music service launch 
in. Even Yandex Music launched in Israel.”

Liat Sade-Sternberg, CEO of Fuse.it, says that Israel is 
growing as a consumer of digital content, with Netflix 
expanding rapidly and Amazon launching there in September 
2019. Netflix, which debuted in Israel in 2016, was named 
the country’s top brand in 2019, only a few weeks after 
it announced a 17.5% price hike for its services, from ILS 
40 ($11.67) to ILS 47 ($13.72) per month. Whether music 
streaming has taken off in the same way in Israel is not so 
certain, despite the country being well served for DSPs. 
Apple Music launched there in 2016, followed by Deezer in 
December 2017, Spotify in March 2018 and Yandex Music in 
October 2018. Local services haven’t had such success: Musix 
and Volume, run by telcos Pelephone and Cellcom, have both 
recently closed.  

In April 2019, Spotify announced that it was rolling out a 
Hebrew-language service, serving Israel’s official language, but 

❱ Israel
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Population... 8.7m

GDP (purchasing power parity)... $317.1bn 

GDP per capita (PPP)...  $36,400 

Internet users... 6.7m 

Per cent of population... 79.7% 
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Broadband - subscriptions per 100 inhabitants...  29 

Mobile phone subscriptions...  10.7m 

Sources: CIA World Factbook 
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official numbers for users have been hard to come by. In the 
month after Spotify launched in Israel, 2.3m hours of music was 
streamed through the service, with 57% of users being in the 
13-34 age bracket, but Spotify has yet to reveal further figures. 

Farid says that Spotify is reported to have around 400,000 
Premium subscribers in Israel. “The first two years were great 
for Spotify,” he adds. “Both Spotify and Apple consider Israel 
to be an over-performing territory in terms of subscribers per 
population. In just two years, Spotify became the number one 
music service in Israel in users and traffic and there has been a 
steady growth since the launch.”

Farid believes that Israelis are becoming more accustomed 
to paying for digital music. “Apple Music launched and 
everybody was surprised that people were starting to pay 
for subscription,” he says. “The next step was the launch 
of Netflix in Israel and it changed content consumption 
habits in the country. Spotify was next and everybody was 
waiting for it. In Western society, brands are very important 
and people are willing to pay for them, so Spotify was much 
like McDonald’s – everybody wants to take a bite.” 

Sade-Sternberg, however, is less certain. “I am not sure if that 
[Spotify] expanded as rapidly as Netflix and Amazon,” she 
says. “There is also something about the behaviour of the 
Israelis that has to change […] The fact that you have to pay 
for services such as music [means that] eventually we will 
have to see and understand how that is going to evolve.”

Weighed against this, of course, is the impact of COVID-19, 
which Sade-Sternberg says hit Israel hard. The economic 
impact reflects this: unemployment figures rose to 1,093,000 
by mid-April 2020, an unprecedented rate of 26%, up from 
around 4% pre-Covid. The Israel Democracy Institute said 
that the youngest workers (aged 18-24) and the over-65s 
were most badly affected by job cuts, which will be a further 
blow to a youth-focused music industry.

Farid says that the first weeks of COVID-19 were chaotic. 
“Stream levels went down and people went back to basics, 
listening to back catalogue mainly with the rest of the family 
at home, with no patience for new releases,” he says. 

He adds, “Artist didn’t know what to do since all live shows 
were canceled. So what was the point of releasing new music? 
But as time went by, listeners and artists got used to the new 
reality and streaming levels went back to normal with new 
releases coming out.”

 
Equally, we cannot overlook the controversies that the global 
music industry faces with regard to Israel. The Israeli Cultural 
Boycott has led artists including Lana Del Rey, Lorde, Roger 
Waters and Lauryn Hill to refuse to perform in Israel, while 

Radiohead faced criticism for playing in Tel Aviv in 2017.
This is the complex market that Universal is entering: one that 
offers unique challenges and, perhaps, unique opportunities. 
“Speaking about innovation and music, this is where I see the 
major and leading startups and opportunities coming out of 
Israel,” says Sade-Sternberg. “It’s not about more of the Spotify 
solution or more streaming solutions; it is more about how 
music is going to evolve and expand into wellness, AR and new 
vectors.”

From a technology perspective, then, Sade-Sternberg says she 
is “cautiously optimistic” about the future of the Israeli digital 
music business. “Revenues, I think, are going to expand but 
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MEXICO LOOKS SET TO KEEP ITS PLACE as the current 
digital music industry darling after recording yet another set 
of extremely strong annual results. In 2019, the Mexican 
recorded music industry grew 17.1%, according to industry 
body Amprofon, to a total of $180.8m. Of that, 86.2% came  
from streaming.

Tomás Rodríguez, MD of Warner Music Mexico, says the 
result was down to four underlying factors. “First, we saw 
internet penetration and usage increase strongly,”  
he explains. 

“Second, we saw more people accessing services such 
as YouTube on their smartphones and we’re seeing 
more brands advertising on those platforms, which is 
driving revenue, although the per-rate view is currently 
comparatively low. Third, Amazon Music came into the 
market and helped bring a new, older demographic into 
streaming. Finally, the decline in availability of physical 
formats –which now only make up about 6% of the market 
– has helped push more music fans towards digital services.” 

The result comes amid a period of growth for the music 
industry in Latin America. In the IFPI’s 2020 Global Music 
Report, Latin America was once again the world’s fastest-
growing region in terms of recorded music income, which 
was up 18.9% in 2019. The region also accounted for the 
highest digital growth rate globally, at 24.6%.

In a fast-growing region for recorded music income, Mexico has 
continued to shine, its impressive annual results showing continued 
growth and impressive numbers.

Even so, Mexico’s continued growth is impressive in 
both influence and numbers. In November 2018, Spotify 
called Mexico City “the World’s Music-Streaming Mecca”, 
with the company’s largest listener base worldwide. “We 
named Mexico City the Streaming Mecca of the world back 
in 2018, because it was the city with most streams for 
Spotify,” says Mia Nygren, MD for Spotify Latin America. 
“We confirmed this at the end for 2019 and that is one of 
the reasons why we held our first Spotify Awards in Mexico 
City on 5th March.” 

Meanwhile, Deezer recently announced a deal with 
broadcaster TV Azteca that will see the latter promote 
the former across its television networks in Mexico. 
Announcing the deal, Deezer CEO Hans-Holger Albrech 
called Mexico “one of the fastest-growing music markets in 
the world”.

Rodríguez says that there are “around 20m people” signed 
up to music streaming services in Mexico. “That number is 
roughly evenly split between paying subscribers and those 
using advertising-supported tiers,” he adds. “The direction 
of travel is extremely positive. We expect to see more 
people who currently don’t stream become ad-supported 
users and more ad-supported users then upgrade to 
premium.”

Amprofon, meanwhile, claims that paid streaming made 
up 75% of total streaming revenue in Mexico in 2019, 
compared to just 16% for video streaming and 9% for ad-
supported. Paid streaming is also the fastest-growing type 
of music streaming in Mexico, with revenue up 34.4% in 
2019, compared to 8.3% for video streaming. 

Nygren tells Music Ally that Latin America’s share of 
Spotify’s total users continues to grow. “Now, Latin America 
represents 22% of our MAUs and 21% of subscribers, as 
of or last quarterly report [on 31st March],” she says. “We 
are the largest driver of revenue for the recorded music 
industry in Mexico. Over 60% of all Mexican label revenue 
came directly from Spotify, based on IFPI reported revenue  
from 2019.”

As for why streaming is growing so quickly in Mexico, 
Nygren points to her company’s history of innovation – 
Mexico was one of the first five markets where Spotify 
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GDP (purchasing power parity)... $2.463tn 
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launched its Premium Duo plan for couples – as well 
as Mexico’s youthful population, with around 43% of 
the country aged under 25, according to the CIA World 
Factbook. There is also the country’s fierce appetite for 
music. In the IFPI’s 2019 Music Listening Survey, Mexico 
was the country with the highest weekly music listening 
time among the 20 countries surveyed.

The growth of mobile access in Mexico has also helped. In 
the IFPI’s Listening Survey, 95% of the consumers polled in 
Mexico had used their smartphone to listen to music over 
the previous three months, while Statista said that there 
were 79.6m smartphone users in Mexico in 2019.
“We see plenty of room to grow as more people gain access 
to mobile networks,” says Nygren. “In Mexico mobile data 
consumption has increased sixfold in the last three years. In 
the first quarter of 2019, there was almost a 100% increase 
of mobile data usage. 

„We are hopeful that the goal to increase broadband 
access to 87% of Mexico’s population by 2024 opens an 
opportunity to reach more people. And as 5G is rolled out in 
Latin America, the experience of streaming will continue to 
improve for users.”

Obviously, the global pandemic makes the future difficult 
to predict for Mexico. Until May 2020, the country was 
looking at double-digit growth across the recorded music 
industry; streaming volume then fell slightly at the start 
of lockdown, as we have seen in many global markets, but 
Rodríguez says levels have since returned to what they 

music business in Mexico will grow over the next couple 
of years, despite the disruption caused by Covid-19. The 
fundamental state of our business is strong. 

“Our artists are continuing to record and release amazing 
music. Many fans have actually upgraded their devices 
during lockdown as they work at home. 

“We’ve adapted to working remotely  
while still delivering creatively. So I believe the next few 
years will actually be positive and exciting for the recording 
business here in Mexico.”

Average weekly music listening 
time by format 2019
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Annual growth by format 2019
were. “People have adjusted to 
the new normal  
and are now looking for some 
entertainment,” he says.

Both he and Nygren, then, 
remain positive for the future. 
“We still see incredible 
potential for growth in 
Mexico as a market, given the 
country’s young population 
and increasing mobile access 
to digital services,” Nygren 
says. “We have come really far, 
but there is a lot of room to 
grow.”

Rodríguez adds, “I’m extremely 
confident that the recorded 
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SINGAPORE MAY BE JUST 0.11% the size  
of Texas, but it is home to 6.2m people, it is the world’s 
38th biggest recorded music market and hosts local offices 
for Facebook, Apple, Google and Universal Music (which 
opened its new Southeast Asia HQ in Singapore in 2019).
It is also a market that is growing rapidly. In 2019, 
Singapore’s recorded music market increased its income 
by 15.1% to US$33.1m, with streaming income up 26.3%, 
according to local Music Ally sources. 

Chee Meng Tan, co-founder of Singaporean music 
consultancy Blackstar and previously director of label 
relations for APAC at Spotify, says that streaming in 
Singapore has now moved on from the early adopters into 
more widespread adoption.

Singapore’s streaming userbase is, of course, overshadowed 
by those in neighbouring countries like Malaysia (population 
31.5m) and Indonesia (population 267.7m). 

But Singapore’s per-capita income of $94,100 is huge and 
that makes for a high-margin market for the music industry. 
Spotify Premium, for example, costs 9.90 Singaporean 
dollars (roughly US$7.11) a month, which is far higher than 
in most neighbouring markets, while estimates put the 
number of total premium music subscribers in Singapore in 
the high hundreds of thousands. 

Singapore’s digital music business is small but – relatively – thriving, 
with a large number of streaming services, a strong tech scene and a 
high conversion rate from free to premium streaming.

Simon Robson, president of Warner Music Asia, called 
Singapore “a key regional hub and a gateway to South East 
Asia, which is experiencing explosive growth and becoming 
more and more influential on global streaming platforms”, as 
he announced the appointment of Gerald Ang as the new 
MD of Warner Music Singapore

Singapore is also relatively unusual in terms of streaming 
in that it combines Western services like Spotify, Apple 
Music and YouTube Music with Asian services like KKBOX 
and Singtel’s AMPed. Spotify is generally considered to be 
the market leader, with Spotify Asia’s then-MD Sunita Kaur 
claiming in May 2017 that one in every two Singaporeans 
were Spotify users. Chee Meng Tan says that the big 
international streaming services “are going from strength to 
strength” in Singapore, with local services more modest in 
their performance.

Gautam Talwar, Spotify’s MD for Southeast Asia, says that 
streaming continues to be the main driver of this growth 
in Singapore, accounting for 79.2% of the total recorded 
music revenue, according to IFPI statistics. “To be specific, 
more than 80% of the total streaming revenue in Singapore 
comes from subscription audio streams,” he adds.

Chee Meng Tan points out that the conversion rate from 
free to subscription streaming is also higher in Singapore 
compared to neighbouring countries. “Why?” he asks. 

“There are a few ways of looking at it: if you [consider] it 
from a device perspective, Singapore is predominantly iOS-
driven, as compared to Android. And iOS makes it easier to 
a certain degree. There is the affluence of the society as a 
whole, the convenience and also the lifestyle.” 
 
UMG’s decision to open a Singaporean office has probably 
more to do with the country’s status as a tech hub than 
its musical gifts – opening the new office Adam Granite, 
UMG’s EVP of market development, said that “being here 
in Singapore puts UMG closer to many of our partners 
and alongside many of the world’s biggest brands and 
companies” – but Chee Meng Tan says that local talent has 
increasingly been making waves internationally. 

He gives the examples of Singaporean singer-songwriter 
Linying, who has had success in Germany and the 
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Netherlands, as well as Singaporean electronic music artist 
Jasmine Sokko, who in 2019 became the first Singaporean 
artist to win Best Southeast Asian Act at the MTV Europe 
Music Awards. 

“Over the last five to seven years, the Singaporean 
creative community has found a level of confidence and its 
growth is no longer cyclical – it is a sustained growth,” he 
explains. “Technology will obviously play a role in that, and 
also reaching out and finding an audience outside of the 
domestic market has helped shift that confidence.”

Talwar says that Singapore’s music scene has grown a lot. “Local 
artists today are producing music across different languages, 
mixing genres and we see more and more young Singaporean 
artists gaining traction locally and abroad,” he says. 

“Many of today’s hottest artists like Jasmine Sokko, Sam 
Rui and more were part of Spotify’s past emerging artist 
programme and even before their first EP back then, they 

were already making a name on Spotify, 
hitting the Top 50 charts and reaching fans 
globally.”

Against this, we must, of course, consider 
the impact of the global pandemic, both 
socially and economically. Economic 
growth in Singapore fell by 41.2% quarter-
on-quarter in Q2 2020, the country’s 
biggest contraction on record, with the 
ruling People’s Action Party promising 
around US$67bn in stimulus. 

For all that, Chee Meng Tan says that 
Singapore’s recorded music business has 
emerged relatively unscathed from the 
pandemic, which might be expected of a 
market where streaming is so strong and 
physical music a niche interest.

Overall Chee Meng Tan remains quietly 
positive about the continued growth of 
streaming in Singapore “given this history 
of Singapore, being a really important city, 
really open to technology open to culture. 

“Although the market in Singapore, 
comparatively, is smaller, it is going to set 
the pace, set the tone for the rest of the 
region,” he adds.
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RIAS TOP STREAMING CHART - WEEK 28 2020

1 BLACKPINK How You Like That

2 JAWSH 685, JASON DERULO Savage Love (Laxed - Siren Beat)

3 ARIANA GRANDE Stuck with U (with Justin Bieber)

4 MARSHMELLO Be Kind (with Halsey)

5 THE WEEKND Blinding Lights

6 LEWIS CAPALDI Someone You Loved

7 LEWIS CAPALDI Before You Go

8 DABABY ROCKSTAR (feat. Roddy Ricch)

9 POWFU Death Bed (Feat. Beabadoobee)

10 SURF MESA Ily (Feat. Emilee)

11 IU Eight (Prod. & Feat. Suga Of Bts)

12 HWA SA Maria

13 LADY GAGA Sour Candy (With Blackpink)

14 LADY GAGA Rain On Me (With Ariana Grande)

15 SUNMI Pporappippam

16 TWICE More & More

17 MELANIE MARTINEZ Play Date

18 RED VELVET - IRENE & SEULGI Monster

19 JUSTIN BIEBER Intentions (Feat. Quavo)

20 DUA LIPA Don't Start Now
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What was 
Music Ally 
reporting on  
in October 
2010?

❱ Don’t look back  
   and hanker and hanker

thethereport ❱ Looking back

What happened: Lady Gaga held off a stiff challenge from 
Justin Bieber to become the first music artist to reach one 
billion video views on YouTube, just over five and a half years 
after its launch. The video for ‚Bad Romance’ had a lot to do 
with that: it had 297m views at the time.

And now? A decade later, ‘Bad Romance’ has 1.26bn views 
on YouTube, while Gaga’s catalogue notched up 2.78bn 
plays in the last 12 months alone. It’s a mark of YouTube’s 
growth that even by 2016, a single video – Adele’s ‘Hello’ – 
was capable of racing to 1bn views in just 87 days.

Lady Gaga hits 1bn views  
on YouTubeCALENDAR-ALT

What happened: Dalton Caldwell’s music startup Imeem had 
shut down, and in a speech he pulled no punches in advising 
young founders to avoid the music industry. Among his criticisms: 
label demands for minimum quarterly licensing payments; high 
costs and low margins; a saturation of competition; and the fact 
that most licensing deals were automatically renegotiated if the 
startup is acquired, thus putting off potential buyers.

And now? You can watch the speech in full – tinyurl.com/
imeemspeech – and some of Caldwell’s points still hit home, 
sadly. That said, in 2020 the ecosystem around music/tech, 
from industry-backed accelerators to the innovation teams 
within labels, does offer some optimism.

Imeem founder not  
enthused by music startup 
prospectsCALENDAR-ALT

What happened: Napster co-founder Sean Parker, an 
investor in Spotify, offered an unforgettable summary of 
its freemium model. “You get addicted to it. You get the 
song stuck in your head, you see all your friends’ playlists, 
you end up building a music library that’s a hundred times 
bigger than anything you’ve ever had. And at that point, 
you have no choice. We’ve got you by the balls.”

And now? We miss the days when Sean Parker was 
regularly talking about Spotify in public, although 
we suspect Spotify’s PR team wouldn’t agree. His 
endorsement was earthy, but accurate in its assessment 
of Spotify’s free-to-paid funnel.

Sean Parker on how  
Spotify gets users ‚ 
‘by the balls’CALENDAR-ALT

What happened: Spotify hadn’t yet launched in the US, and 
several reports fingered Apple as one of the reasons. “In 
meetings in Los Angeles recently, Apple executives told their 
music industry counterparts that they had serious doubts 
about whether Spotify’s business model could ever generate 
significant revenues or profits,” claimed CNET.

And now? This wasn’t the earliest tension between Spotify 
and Apple – that had come in 2009 with a debate about 
whether Apple would approve Spotify’s iPhone app for 
release. But at a time when Apple was still protecting its 
iTunes downloads business, it was a precursor for later 
rivalries once it launched its own streaming service.

Is Apple actively frustrating 
Spotify’s US launch plans?CALENDAR-ALT
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Music Ally is the global leader in knowledge and skills for the new music industry, having  
trained thousands of industry professionals and artists in digital marketing and beyond.  
Providing daily insight to the major labels, tech platforms, indies, publishers, managers and 
more, Music Ally’s mission is to help the music industry embrace and use digital platforms 
to their full potential to build sustainable careers for artists across the globe. Publishing its 
well-respected reports since 2002, Music Ally’s research at the intersection of music and 
technology, thought-leading conference events, as well as hands-on work with global artists, 
give the company a unique handle on the latest best practices and most effective strategies to 
build and monetise artist-fan connections. 

Having delivered in-house workshops and webinars for many years, Music Ally has now been 
leading the way in e-learning for the music industry in creating the Music Ally Learning Hub, 
used by the spectrum from major label marketers through to DIY artists to better understand 
the new music business and how to market effectively.
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