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Population... 1.4bn 
GDP (purchasing power parity)... $23,010bn 
GDP per capita (PPP)...  $16,400
Mobile/cell phone subscriptions... 1.75bn  
Smartphone users... 1.0bn 
Internet users - total... 989m 
Broadband connections... 449.3m 
Broadband - subscriptions per 100 people... 32.33 
Sources: CIA World Factbook / CNNIC / Statista

China : statistics

AFTER YEARS OF PREDICTIONS THAT CHINA 
would be the future of the music industry, in the 
early 2020s this started to feel like a fait accompli. 
The music industry’s number one promotional 
platform (arguably) is TikTok, owned by Chinese 
company Byte Dance; Chinese actor and singer Xiao 
Zhan’s “Made For Love” cracked the IFPI’s global 
top ten singles for 2020; and the country’s recorded 
music business recorded another vast leap in 
revenue in the same year, leaving it primed to crack 
the global top five markets.

“The Chinese music market has been expanding at 
an incredibly rapid pace over the last few years. It’s 
an extremely exciting time in the industry right now,” 
says Sherry Tan, MD of Warner Music China. “A new 
generation of outstanding homegrown talent has 
emerged across the country and domestic music fans 
have been eager to discover and support these great 
new artists. And of course, these consumers have 
also continued to stream the newest music from the 
established singers that they love as well.”

While many global markets struggled with the impact 
of the pandemic, China’s recorded music business saw 
revenues grow by upwards of 33% in 2020, according 
to Music Ally sources. Growth was driven by a 
number of factors, led by huge leaps in revenue from 
subscription and ad-supported streaming, as well as a 
notable increase in revenue from physical music. 
One of the most notable advances in 2020, however, 

China’s position at the top table of the global music industry is a matter 
of fact, rather than conjecture, these days. And with growth across the 
board, it is only a matter of time before China cracks the global top five.

was the fact that subscription streaming revenue overtook 
that of ad-supported streaming. Tinko Georgiev, VP of 
international business for Kanjian Music, says this has been 
in the making “for a while now”. “I remember conversations 
with people from the major streaming services as far back 
as 2017 about moving all the content behind a paywall,” he 
says. “There is a repertoire on both [leading Chinese music 
streaming services] NetEase and Tencent that requires a 
subscription – international and domestic artists. And I 
am not talking about new releases but content that was 
previously available without a subscription. And it is paying 
off because, today, to listen to music in China is just easier to 
pay for a subscription than to even consider other means.”

“China’s Gen-Z’s improved content consumption behaviour 
had a significant impact on the music industry and it is 
evident in the increase in subscription streaming,” adds 
Yutong Situ, senior manager of international creative at 
Kanjian Music. “Together with the increasing limitations on 
the access to music for the free-tier users and the prevalence 
of the internet entertainment content, people are more 
willing to pay and have more reasons to subscribe to the 
online streaming services.”

Total streaming subscriber numbers in China are hard to 
report with any accuracy due to a lack of transparency 
among DSPs, although Tencent Music did reveal in its most 
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recent financial results that it had 71.2 million 
“online paying music users”, a number that includes 
subscribers, as well as people buying digital albums 
from the company’s services.

Dennis Kooker, president, global digital business 
and US sales for Sony Music Entertainment, says 
that there are still “less than 100 million paid 
accounts in a market of roughly 1.4bn people”. “So, 
whilst there is a very significant number of people 
paying for a premium music streaming service, 
there is still huge opportunity for growth,” he adds. 
“Especially when you compare China to more 
mature markets, where we you see upwards of 
70% of households with a music subscription.”

Indeed, Situ predicts that there will eventually 
be more than 300m paid streaming subscribers in China 
“based on US’s current online music streaming services paid 
membership penetration rate (22.4%)”. “China’s growing 
consumption capacity, the trend of limited content to free-tier 
users and also the growing number of people willing to pay 
for online entertainment products are the key elements for 
the current growth rate and a very solid reason for optimism 
going forward,” Situ says. “In support of this, one needs to look 
at the very high rate of online video streaming subscriptions… 
and the high adoption rate of e-payment methods. Thus, I 
believe it is safe to assume that China’s music subscription 
rate will soon reach the same level as the US.”

The move away from exclusive deals between DSPs and 
music labels, which comes in response to government 
pressure, should also help the Chinese streaming market to 
continue to grow. Tencent Music and NetEase had already 
started shifting away from non-exclusive deals in August 
20201, when Tencent announced an official end to (most) 
exclusive deals. 

“As of August 23, 2021, our company has sent relevant 
letters to all upstream copyright parties that have reached 
exclusive agreements, informing them that they need to 
terminate the contracts on time,” Tencent Music announced. 
“Among them, most of the exclusive agreements have been 
terminated on time.” 

Outdustry head of international Alex Taggart is very positive 
about the impact of the move. “I’d say we’re finally beginning 
to see the first solid signs of a possible future where the 
Chinese recorded music market delivers on a revenue share 
basis, rather than just on advances for exclusivity,” he says.

Situ, meanwhile, says that the Chinese government’s effort 
to make the market a fairer place and prevent monopoly 
“enables more music platforms to provide top-level, quality 
music content”. “This triggered more users across a wider 
range of platforms to pay for a subscription,” Situ adds.

This growth in music steaming continued into 2021. Shridhar 
Subramaniam, president, strategy and market development, 
Asia and Middle East, for Sony Music Entertainment, says 
that paid subscription in China for the first half of 2021 
increased by 62.3% year-on-year, citing IFPI figures. 

Andrew Chan, managing director, China, for Sony Music 
Entertainment, adds, “We all know that the musical 
appetite in China is extensive. We can see this reflected 
in the numbers as well, as recorded music market in China 
continues to grow this year. According to the IFPI, the digital 
market in China for the first half of 2021 has grown by over 
40% compared to the first-half growth of 23% we saw in 
2020 over 2019. This makes it one of the fastest growing 
major markets in the world and we expect this trend to 
continue through the rest of the year. “

Taggart says that he is “very confident about the future” of 
the music streaming sector in China. “However, this will all 
be subject to how much mindshare gets occupied by other 
forms of music consumption and online entertainment in 
general - short video players like Douyin [China’s version of 
TikTok] and Kuaishou [a short-form video app popular outside 
of China’s Tier 1 cities] being the biggest, most obvious 
threat,” he adds. Indeed, a recent IFPI report into music 
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consumption found that 45% of music listening in China was 
spent on short-form video apps, a fairly staggering number.

“As in the rest of the world, short-form video apps have 
rapidly become a major force in the Chinese music market. 
Just like many listeners from overseas, music fans in China 
often prefer to consume their music in this format – with 
video and audio elements combined,” says Warner Music 
China’s Sherry Tan. “Platforms like Douyin… have become 
essential parts of the music consumption landscape in only 
a few short years. I would expect this trend – video and 
audio coupling – to continue to play an important role in the 
market. We see the short-form video apps as a really exciting 
way for artists to bond with a very enthusiastic fan base.”

Sony Music’s Subramaniam sees the move towards short-
form video as part of a global movement, that is boosted by 
the strength of China’s mobile market. “Asia is already the 
world’s consumption growth engine and is likely to reinforce 
that position over the next decade, with an estimated 
1.8bn people in the region subscribing to mobile services 
by 2025, representing 62% of the region’s population,” he 
says. “Looking at these figures, it’s not surprising that short 
form video apps are so popular, as people evolve from music 
consumers to music producers in a mobile-first economy.”

Outside of streaming, download revenue also increased 
significantly in China in 2020, partly as a result of the success 
of “digital albums” or Shuzi Zhuanji, essentially albums on 
digital music platforms that subscribers have to pay extra 
to access, either to stream or as a download. Their success 
- as well as the rise in physical music sales – is seen as a 
sign of the strength of idol culture in China. “We’ve been 
seeing growth in physical for a little while now, as a result of 
enthusiasm for vinyl (from collectors and hipsters), and CD 
sales driven by the same idol culture that is driving digital 
album sales,” says Taggart. 

He believes that the collectors vinyl market is probably more 
sustainable than idol-driven CD sales, with the Chinese 
government making moves to crack down on idol culture. 
China’s Netflix equivalent, iQiyi, for example, said it would 
stop broadcasting idol shows in August 2021, after attracting 
criticism for encouraging celebrity worship and waste.

Capping what was already a very successful year for the 
music business in China, in 2020 the Chinese government 
finally introduced full performance rights for the use of 
recordings in broadcasts and public performances, a move 
that Taggart calls “a huge achievement”. “It will all depend on 

efficiency of collections and distribution but could potentially 
be significant,” he adds. “I think the government eventually 
came around to the idea that it would benefit domestic 
record labels as much as international ones.”

Kooker calls the move “a very important milestone in the 
development of China as a music market that recognises the rights 
of copyright holders and has put in place scalable mechanisms to 
ensure the rightful remuneration to rights holders”.

“Performance rights provide a vital and growing revenue 
stream for artists and producers and ensure creators are 
able to continue making great music for their fans,” he adds. 
“So it’s great to see the Chinese government taking such 
a proactive stance when it came to promoting performers 
rights. The revised copyright law in China is also helping 
raise awareness among people of performance rights and 
it is also promoting the positive development of the music 
industry in China.” 

There is little doubt, then, that the Chinese recorded music 
market will continue to grow, making its ascent into the 
global top five a matter of when not if. “We would expect 
strong growth throughout 2021 and beyond,” Tan concludes. 
“While it’s hard to predict what exact year-on-year growth 
will be in any market, and whether or not the pace of 30% 
growth per year will continue in China - it’s clear that the 
environment for recorded music in the country is strong and 
we believe that the sector is positioned for further significant 
growth going forward.”

There are still less than 100m 
paid accounts in a market 
of 1.4bn people so, whilst 
there is a very significant 
number of people paying for 
a premium music streaming 
service, there is still huge 
opportunity for growth...”

Dennis Kooker,
Sony Music Entertainment
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