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Abstract

We have reviewed the potential impact of blockchain technology on the music industry by analyzing the 

views of academia and the industry experts. The music industry had rapid changes from the physical market 

to the digital market in the past decades. The consumers download and stream music online and mobile 

during the digital dominant market. While streaming music has been recently growing at a fast rate, fair 

distribution of revenue to the artists continues to be an issue. Some industry experts believe that the issue of 

fair distribution of revenue to the artist may be resolved using blockchain technology, while some are 

skeptical about the application or the duration of impact. The blockchain may enhance speedier payment 

using smart contracts, provide additional revenue and promote the music if excellent fan support is achieved. 

The positive impact on the music industry may only be possible if there are detailed consideration of the 

industry and careful understanding of the customers. 
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1. Introduction

During 2018, a sizeable amount of Korean academia was devoted to researching blockchain technology. 

Of 30,000 research papers published through DBpia(Korea’s largest academic database run by Nuri Media), 

research papers related to ‘Blockchain’ were 75. 4 out to Top 10 most popular research papers were 

‘Blockchain’ papers [1]. The 4 blockchain papers are related to blockchain service, cryptocurrency, and 

securities analysis of blockchain and cryptocurrency. Besides academia, many practitioners also believe that

blockchain technology would have a future impact on several industries including Banking, Healthcare, Real 

Estate, and Music [2]. Considering cryptocurrency including Bitcoin interest and volatile value fluctuation 

during recent years, banking may be an interesting industry to evaluate, yet the music is also a very 

interesting industry where there is high hope that the long-lasting problem of fair distribution of revenues to

creators could be resolved using blockchain technology.    

Fair distribution of revenues is not the only anticipated problem of the music industry which is hoped to be

resolved using blockchain technology. The lack of transactional information when music is traded through 
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online services is another big issue, while the piracy of digital records continues to be a global problem as 

well. Some believe that the blockchain may cut out the middlemen and distribute bigger shares to the artists, 

keep transparent records of rights using smart contracts, and stop piracy when record blocks are shared 

among the stakeholders. Other potential benefits are the access to alternative sources of capital, diversified 

revenue streams and the involvement of the fans. However, there are also criticisms that it would take over 5 

to 10 years if not at all for the technology to have any meaningful effect in the music industry. 

The length of the time is not the only concern of blockchain technology’s impact on the industries. The 

cryptocurrency whether it’s Ethereum or other coin used for the trading must be universal and easy to use for 

all stakeholders in the ecosystem. The recent sudden death of Gerald Cotton, CEO of Quadriga, Canada’s 

biggest cryptocurrency exchange, locked $145 million of bitcoin and digital assets [3]. This may be an 

unusual incidence, but it shows that there are some possibilities that the mean of trading can fail. 

Blockchain-based social media site, Steemit which rewards publishers and curators, surpassed 30.8 million 

visitors in July 2018 but lost 20 million monthly visitors in the following 6 months [4]. Some of the users of 

blockchain music platform such as Choon may not find using the “NOTES token payout system” more

practical than paying by credit card for streaming music services or may not find their favorite artists from 

major labels [5]. 

Despite the concerns and doubts, blockchain technology provides great implications for needed changes in 

the music industry. The purpose of this paper is to review the potential impact of blockchain technology in 

music raised by the scholars and the professionals of the industry. Prior to blockchain music analysis, status

and dynamics of the music industry will be reviewed. Comparison of global blockchain music companies 

will be compared through literature review and whitepaper analysis. Finally, the potential contribution and 

impact in the industry will be argued considering the analyzed points. 

2. The Development and the Issues of the Digital Music Industry

The global music industry continues to grow in recent years, but the market size and growth rate vary 

from the organizations publishing the results. The International Federation of the Phonographic Industry 

(IFPI) is the organization that represents the interests of the recording industry and began tracking the market

starting in 1997 by publishing the “Global Music Report”. PwC, the brand under PricewaterhouseCoopers 

International Limited, publishes the “Global Entertainment & Media Outlook” which includes the music 

industry. IFPI publishes data collected from its member companies while PwC gathers data from broader 

organizations including both public and private organizations while also including the data from more

countries – 34 versus 20. IFPI announced that the 2017 global recorded music revenue was valued at a total 

of $17.3 Billion, and 8.1% increase from 2016, while PwC predicted $48.96 Billion, 3.8% [6, 7].  

Both sets of data showed the growth of the music industry entirely in 2017, but the breakdown of the 

industry has had mixed results. According to IFPI, physical revenue, meaning revenues from physical 

formats such as vinyl records and CDs declined 5.4% while digital revenue grew 19.1% [8]. Further breaking 

down the digital revenue, global digital music downloading revenues are expected to decrease by CAGR of 

-23.7% from 2017-2022. The digital music streaming revenue is anticipated to grow over 18% during the 

same period according to PwC [9]. The percentage of digital revenue was over 54% including a streaming 

revenue of 38% in 2017 [10]. The physical format of recorded music has been quickly replaced by digital 

music caused by this evolving trend. Further, the digital music trend changed from downloading to streaming 

music. These changes were natural when the speed of the internet vastly improved and customers want to 

listen to more music for less costly and in simpler ways. 
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Figure 1. Global Music Industry Market Size and Growth Rate (PwC 2017)

Figure 2. Percentage of Digital Share in Music Industry (IFPI 2017)

The paradigm shifts to streaming music were not free from the issues among the stakeholders of the 

industry’s ecosystem. Apple’s iTunes Music Store was launched in April of 2003 through iTunes 4.0 and 

offered individual song downloads for $0.99 and an album for $9.99. This was a 33% percent reduced price 

since the average retail price of CDs in 2002 was $14.99 [11]. On-demand streaming markets emerged with 

services including Spotify and SoundCloud. This change was a positive change for customers in that they 

could listen to music with less hassle and in a more economical way. The music rights holders were faced 

with many issues such as a decrease of the market and a fair distribution of the revenues. Total industry 

revenues for 2017 were just 68.4% of the market peak in 1999 [12]. Globally, more people listen to more 

music than ever before, but the cost per music is less with the emergence of streaming. Illegal downloads 

continue to be an issue as well, but this has been decreasing in many regions where reasonable offerings of 

streaming services started to be offered. Other bigger issues for the music industry include the issue of a fair 

distribution of revenue. 
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Revenues from digitally sold music have been shared unevenly among stakeholders of the music. Roughly 

music revenues from streaming are split among 30% for on-demand streaming service, 60% for record label 

and publishers, and 10% for songwriters/artists/bands. It’s analyzed that Apple music paid $0.0064 for 

unsigned artists, $0.0073 from signed artists while Spotify paid $0.007 and 0.0044. To earn a minimum wage 

of $1,472 in the U.S. in 2017, the songs needed to be played 230,000 times for Apple and 380,000 for 

Spotify. For YouTube, the artist would need 4.2 million plays since it only paid $0.003 per play [13]. In 

Korea, artists/bands are paid 6% for downloaded and streamed music when services are paid 40% and 

producers are paid 44%. So, for 7.2 KRW of revenue for a song, artists/bands would receive 0.43 KRW. In 

both cases, artists receive far fewer percentages than the services and labels. 

Unfair distribution of revenues to the artists are not the only issue in the industry. Improper information 

about rights and delays of payments are the other issues. Often songs are written by songwriters and music is

played by the members of the bands other than the singer/artists. The proper shares of the songs may not be 

specified in the contracts causing an uneven distribution of the revenues to the rights holders. Also, the 

revenue given to the representing right holder may not deliver to other rights holders in a timely manner. 

More importantly, revenues are paid very slowly to the rights holders, sometimes delayed for more than 6 

months. According to Korea Copyright Commission, revenue from music rights was over 176 billion KRW 

in 2016, but this amount was not distributed properly to the rightful rights holders [14].    

3. The Impact of Blockchain Technology on the Music Industry

Several scholars and professionals of the industry believe that the blockchain technology can solve some 

of the issues including fair and timely distribution of revenue. Blockchain for Creative Industries (BCI) at 

Middlesex University in London mentioned that there are four areas which blockchain technology can 

transform the record industry: 1. A networked database for music copyright information, 2. Fast, frictionless 

royalty payments, 3. Transparency through the value chain, 4. Access to the alternative source of capital [15].  

Benji Rogers, Co-Founder of DotBlockchain Media, mentioned, Fair Trade, Smart Contracts and The Virtual 

Reality Opportunity can change the music industry [16]. Grammy Awards winning English 

singer-songwriter, Imagen Heap released her single, “Tiny Human” using blockchain technology on 

Ethereum based Ujo Music and earned ￡30,000 by October 2017 [17]. Fans can purchase artist related 

products on the blockchain music platforms such as Choon and eMusic. Fans can also promote their favorite

artists to earn revenues or benefits which may be used in the platform. Reviewing the above points, 1. Fair 

distribution of revenue, 2. Smart contracts, and 3. Fan Involvement would be the major effects of blockchain 

technology in the music industry. 

3.1 Fair distribution of revenue

Prior to discussing the fair distribution of revenue, how does blockchain technology work in music? The 

blockchain is a vehicle for organizing and storing data shared among members of a network. Using 

cryptography, verification and incentive mechanisms, blockchain networks allow participants to agree on

acceptable transactions [18]. Since no single organization, company or government controls database in the 

blockchain, it is a decentralized system like the internet. When the music is purchased by the customer, the 

transaction is recorded on the new block which is created and shared among stakeholders of the blockchain. 

After stakeholders approve the transaction, the new block added to the chain of blocks and the payment is 

automatically sent to the right holder. The means of the payment for the blockchain music is cryptocurrency 

such as Bitcoin and Ethereum.
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In the era of digital technology, the aggregator was added to the recorded music supply chain to deliver 

digital music to consumers. Major artists signed with major labels which may include producers, engineers, 

and the record labels in the value chain while smaller and independent artists may go directly to the 

publishers and the aggregators [19]. Applying blockchain technology, the aggregators may be replaced by 

the blockchain networks. The blockchain networks could act as a revenue collector while record labels act as 

collectors of usage information [20]. Figure 3 represents the recorded music supply chain for major artists 

during the digital era and blockchain technology. 

Figure 3. Recorded music supply chain after the digital era for major artists and 

blockchain technology (Hosoi, et al. 2015, and Sitonio, et al. 2018)

The blockchain technology allows the artists to share music without the aggregator which is the 

middleman demanding a large cut on the revenue of the music. Some blockchain platforms would take a

certain percentage of the revenue while some would let artists retain 100% of the revenue. Blockchain 

platform, Choon would retain a flat 20% of the revenue from the songs and 80% would go to the musicians 

[21]. The shared revenue per stream to the artist would increase to $0.02 from $0.0064 for Apple Music and 

$0.007 for Spotify when serviced through Musicoin [22]. Ujo Music would let artists receive 100% revenue 

for their songs. By eliminating or reducing the roles of the middleman, the blockchain technology can 

distribute a larger percentage of revenue to artists who create and play the songs. 

3.2 Smart Contracts

The blockchain technology offers smart contracts between the buyers and sellers in the value chain. The 

smart contracts would carry the set of rules which would be triggered automatically. If the music is either 

downloaded or streamed by the listener, the amount paid according to a specific agreement set by the artist. 

The smart contracts could contain information such as the percentages of the distribution between the artists 

and bands. The speed of payment would improve from months to days or even hours using cryptographic 

wallets. Also, unclaimed revenue from copyright collections would also drastically be reduced. The listener 

such as shop owners usually buy music by the volume, but the smart contracts would allow them to purchase 

only the selected music.

The smart contracts provide secure record keeping and content control for the artists. The artists could set 

the prices of their music and specify how it’s shared before someone purchases their music. Also, the artists 

could keep track of who purchases their music and where their music is played. Since the artists have 

complete control and access to the number of times their music is purchased and played in the blockchain 
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network, copyright infringement and piracy is almost impossible. The digital contract, smart contracts 

protects and offer benefits to the artists at the same time.  

Figure 4. Music Specification on Blockchain Network, Choon (Choon.co, 2019)

3.3 Fan Involvement 

No artist can succeed without fans nowadays. The blockchain technology may facilitate a stronger link and 

involvement of fans to the artists. Fans may provide capital for the album, purchase additional products and 

be rewarded for active promotion. Fans can pay to their favorite artists directly or participate in the projects. 

Collectibles and artist related products may be purchased on the blockchain network. If the fan promotes the 

artist’s song on social networks, the artist may provide the fan with a gift or monetary incentive. The fan’s

promotion would not only help the artist, but also other fans. The involvement of fans may strengthen the 

relationship between the fans and the artists and bring a virtuous cycle to support the songs and albums. In 

the hyper-connected society, the success of Lady Gaga would not have been possible of her fan club, Little 

Monster while BTS’s fan club, Army greatly supported BTS to rank top chart on Billboards in 2018. 

While some believe the positive view of the blockchain technology’s impact in the music industry, some 

aren’t so optimistic about the success of the technology. Some argue that the smart contract may not hold all 

the complex legal information related to the music. Jeremy Silver, CEO of Digital Catapult mentioned that it 

would take 10 to 15 years before the technology to make a significant impact in the music industry [23]. 

More importantly, the blockchain platform must provide easy and friendly UX (User Experience Design) for 

fans to use and it must carry songs from the artists they like. It would not make sense if the fans cannot find 

any songs or artists they like. And the music trade using cryptocurrency should not be too much of hassle 

compared to other trade in competing with streaming platforms. The fans would not have less incentive to 

switch from the existing streaming platform if the challenges outweigh the support of their favorite artists. 

4. Conclusion

The music industry has been quickly transforming from physical to digital recorded music market in the 

past decades. The global music market has been growing at recently after the peak in 1999 from 3 to 8% 

while the percentage of streaming grew over 18%. This phenomenon of streaming music awarded great 

power to streaming service platforms while global powerhouse labels were consolidated into just a few, but

the artists who create and play the music have not fairly compensated in this newly formed ecosystem. 
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The number of people believes that the blockchain technology could resolve the unfair revenue 

distribution issue in the music industry. The fair distribution could be accomplished when there is an 

adjustment of the supply value chain of the music industry. This adjustment can be made when the 

aggregators, the servicing platform may be replaced by the blockchain platform network. This change may 

increase the artists’ share of revenue from 6% to as much as 100% or $0.003 to $0.02 per play. 

The blockchain may support artists and the fans in several other ways as well. It could specify where the 

music is played by whom and provide secure record keeping using the smart contracts. Copyright 

infringement and piracy may also be reduced using technology. Also, the delay of payment could drastically 

improve when automatic payment is triggered by the system. And the fans could provide the source of 

capital for the artists, purchase collectibles and be rewarded for the effort of the promotion. 

Even though there are some doubts about the potential impact of the blockchain technology on the music 

industry, the great opportunities clearly await. If the blockchain technology is executed with clear 

consideration for the complexity of the industry and careful understanding of the customers, it may not only 

solve existing problem of fair distribution of revenue using smart contracts but also gain extra funding, 

revenue and promotional support with fan support. Further, it may create new opportunities for creative

industries other than music such as media and film. The blockchain technology’s impact on the music, media 

and other entertainment industries may come a lot sooner than most expect.
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