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Popular Music in a Digital Music Economy

In the late 1990s, the MP3 became the de facto standard for digital audio files and the networked computer began to claim a significant place in the lives of more and more listeners. The dovetailing of these two circumstances is the basis of a new mode of musical production and distribution where new practices emerge. This book is not a definitive statement about what the new music industry is. Rather, it is devoted to what this new industry is becoming by examining these practices as experiments, dedicated to negotiating what is replacing an "object based" industry oriented around the production and exchange of physical recordings. In this new economy, constant attention is paid to the production and licensing of intellectual property and the rise of the "social musician" who has been encouraged to become more entrepreneurial. Finally, every element of the industry now must consider a new type of audience, the "end user", and their productive and distributive capacities around which services and musicians must orient their practices and investments.

Tim J. Anderson is an Assistant Professor in the Department of Communication and Theater Arts at Old Dominion University, USA.
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Just occasionally we find ourselves watching on the sidelines as an order comes crashing down. Organisations or systems which we had always taken for granted—the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, or Continental Illinois—are swallowed up. Commissars, moguls and captains of industry disappear from view. These dangerous moments offer more than political promise. For when the hidden trapdoors of the social spring open we suddenly learn that the masters of the universe may also have feet of clay

—John Law (2003, p. 379)




Record is a word that does not exist in the vocabulary of a 15-year old.

—Leoni-Sceti (Ashton, 2009, p. 7)



Throughout its 40-year existence Virgin has always associated the brand with youth and alternative, progressive lifestyles. In the 1990s and 2000s Richard Branson would push his Virgin brand into the digital realm as his labels and retail stores established web presences and, eventually, mobile telephone services in territories such as the UK, Australia, South Africa, India, and the United States (“Virgin looks at money services and marijuana,” 1994). Yet Virgin’s longest association has been with recorded music. Beginning as a mail-order music business in 1970, Virgin became a London record retailer in 1971. Two years later the Virgin label released Mike Oldfield’s Tubular Bells, which would go on to become a gold-selling record. Thus, when Virgin relinquished control of its famous megastore retail chain in 2007 it came as a shock to the music world. Selling the 125 Virgin Megastores not located in North America, including the one at the end of London’s Oxford Street, to the Zavvi Entertainment Group effectively signaled the beginning of the end of the company’s involvement with brick and mortar music retail (“Branson sells British Virgin Megastores,” 2007). The North American megastores, which at one time claimed 23 locations, were bought by real estate companies who “made it clear that the chain’s true value was not in its sales but in the real estate that its stores occupied.” Two years later the remaining stores, including the megastore in Times Square, liquidated their stock and shuttered their doors. As one former Virgin employee noted, “Unfortunately the large retail music store is a dinosaur” (Sisario, 2009).

Retailers fold all the time. Yet this situation was particularly interesting: the establishment, expansion, celebration, and contraction of Virgin’s North American retail chain is an interesting piece of music history that finds a comfortable home in the boom/greed/bust narrative of the 1990s. Taking place less than 15 years before the chain’s sale, at one time Virgin’s investment in a global music seemed like a sure bet. The 1996 opening of the Times Square store, a 75,000-square foot, three-story “entertainment retail complex” stocked with compact discs, DVDs, books, and magazines, was positioned as a beachhead for expanding the Virgin brand into North America markets. Richard Branson told The New York Times that he “felt if we could create a really special store in New York, there’d be a market for it” (Elliot, 1996). Branson’s more-than-significant extension of his retail chain could not be ignored and it exuded his all-but-trademarked “I believe in what I’m doing” bravado. The key to these spaces would be atmosphere, not size. In 1996 the initial manager of the Times Square Megastore, Chris-tos Garkinos, stated, “We think we offer a great environment with huge selection that’s fun to hang out in. It’s a way to experience pop culture all in one setting” (Elliot, 1996). At its height Virgin’s North American investment grew to 24 Megastores, each of which included multiple listening stations and connections to a real-time data warehouse that analyzed purchases and customer traffic so managers could identify trends in a just-intime fashion. Commenting on his Times Square store, Branson noted that “if you create the best in anything, there’s usually a market for it, and my Times Square store is the best” (Winship, 1996). The publicity surrounding Virgin Megastores hit a peak when Virgin proposed to open a store in Vancouver, Canada and the retailer’s then-president, Ian Duffel, claimed that the Paris Megastore was the city’s “second largest tourist attraction, generating $120 million US a year” (Constantineau, 1996). Established in the 1990s, Virgin’s Megastores were stocked with compact discs and DVDs that promised consumers a rich digital media experience and labels wide margins. The profits garnered from remastering and reissuing decades of content in the early 1990s combined with labels’ legacy holdings of master tapes drove global investors to acquire and fold them into larger media conglomerates.1 It also drove an expansion in retail, which Virgin’s investment was part of and included the growth of so-called “Big Box Stores” such as Walmart, Circuit City, Best Buy, and Borders. Throughout the 1990s each of these chains invested so quickly and significantly in space and expertise for music retail that there seemed to be only one logical outcome: self consumption. The Washington Post reported in 1995 that “every time word gets out that another music chain is considering expanding in the Washington area, local music retailers shudder.” The compulsion to expand even befuddled those managing some of Washington, D.C.’s Tower Records, a chain that had opened two more locations in the area. Then-regional manager for Tower Records, Kevin Ferreter, quipped, “I don’t understand why people are still opening stores. The pie is just way too thin. It’s terrible— there’s just not enough room for all these retailers” (Webb Pressler, 1995b, p. C01).2 Like Virgin, Tower Records shrugged off the threats of inflated competition, expanded, and then promptly collapsed. In 2004 Tower Records, arguably the most storied record retailer in U.S. history, would file for bankruptcy. By 2006 the chain could no longer secure their assets, shuttered each of its 89 national spaces, and laid off 3,000 of its employees (Knopper, 2009, p. 213). Even more than Virgin’s collapse, in the United States Tower’s fall from greatness would come to symbolize “for many the bankruptcy of bricks and mortar music retailing” (Laurson & Pieler, 2006). Tower had seen the handwriting on the wall and tried to adjust to online environments. In 2000, “[Tower’s] Web site was ranked No. 1 for online music sales” (Laurson & Pieler, 2006).

So what happened? As wide-scale record retail practically vanished from its brick and mortar domains, a conventional narrative emerged: the combination of significantly compressed, relatively high-fidelity digital formats with the proliferation of seemingly ubiquitous broadband networks and personalized information control technologies through which music would now be distributed killed the music industry. Forbes.com would report that “with the music buying experience evolving by the moment, old-fashioned record stores with leases, staff and high inventory costs (tying up millions in capital), needed a drastic overhaul” and too many managers “slept through the revolution, making gestures toward the new music retailing landscape but too little, too late” (Laurson & Pieler, 2006). For anyone who has lived in North America in the last 15 years this narrative makes sense. From Napster to Kazaa to BitTorrents, from dial-up to DSLs, from desktops to smart phones to digital tablets, from MySpace to Facebook, etc., in little over a decade more of the world began to engage an unimaginable ecosystem of digital networks and tools. Yet this destruction by digital is only one part of the story. The other part is the story with which this book is concerned: how an industry has and continues to undergo multiple experiments to create a viable set of practices to replace those that have been lost. The trouble with writing this book is that these practices are still being discovered and are not completely understood, even by those participating in the experiments. So let’s be clear for a moment: those of us who are interested in music as a business stand together in a moment of great challenge, change, and new organizing forces. We are now in the midst of a set of actors, structures, and authorities that in 1991 many longtime music fans, professionals, and institutions simply would not have recognized nor been able to envision. This book is about how institutions and actors are negotiating the effects that these actors have exerted on music industry practices, particularly those involving pricing, sales, radio, publishing, and finance.

The popular imagination has paid most attention to the significant loss of control that elements such as major labels, radio, and retail have negotiated as they have wrestled with the effects of ubiquitous networks of exchange. Yet, what has occurred is so much more than a loss of control. It is the loss of standard practices. From the late-1900s to the late-1990s the U.S. music industry had been built around the production, distribution, and sale of mass produced and mass distributed objects. Whether these objects came as sheet music or recordings, the major income streams derived from the sale of these objects. Not that recordings or sheet music required the same practices. Elsewhere I argue that the shift from a music industry economy based on performances to one based on recordings in the period after World War II occurred through conflicts with labor, labels adapting practices from publishers, and the negotiation of recording and playback techniques as new technologies entered the marketplace. The difficulty of the transition involved new formats, new networks, new audiences, new playback systems, and even new genres (Anderson, 2006). Indeed, the music industry continued to engage the challenges from new technologies, audiences, and genres from the end of World War II to the beginning of the 21st century through moments of growth and recession. However, what is different is that the changes over the last 15 years have moved us into a paradigm involving the exchange and transformation of networked information by users. This has involved numerous experiments that have begat technological mutations (in the 1990s did you ever think your phone could become a portable jukebox?) and new, important musical agents, many of which are not human. In this world algorithms and end users coexist together as new and important actors. This book is an attempt to better understand some of the new actors and practices that are creating a new music industry.

Please note that one problem that this book will avoid is the future. I have opinions about what will and won’t work in the future, but they are not for this volume. Instead, I remain focused on new practices and new actors and their evolving relationships in a new and somewhat disorienting ecosystem. This shift has made industry workers that were once minor considerations such as “music supervisors” into stars in their own right; it has littered our language with a litany of neologisms such as “the cloud” and services such as Pandora and Spotify; it has forced the industry to rethink long-established principles and practices of pricing and financing. And, of course, it has made the industry rethink how it brings goods to market. For someone who spent years working and shopping in record retailers the collapse of this ecosystem was profound. Retail is much more than the final gate of the marketplace or simple spaces of exchange. In truth, all retail spaces are composed of complex sets of practices that involve relationships between managers, buyers, floor employees, customers, and goods. From independently-owned shops, to local, regional, and national chains, retailers establish their own cultures and their own ways of relating to distributors, customers, music, and managers. Retailers often purposely employed local musicians, disc jockeys, tastemakers, and people who had spent years as part of local music scenes. These employees were integral to the environment often suggesting, promoting, and holding records and CDs for specific customers. Many shops retained the same employees for decades and were spaces for friendship and debate. As one former Virgin employee noted, shuttering the chain mattered because even the large store “was a social gathering space, and that’s one thing that buying music online lacks” (Sisario, 2009).

This isn’t to say that the social aspect of retail has gone the way of the dodo. As I will argue, a large part of the experimentation by many new parties has been devoted to making online retail more social. Yet these new parties, many of which have come in the form of Internet start-ups, have not been able to completely disrupt an entire industry. They, too, have had to negotiate with legacies upon which the music industry operates. Indeed, when I began this manuscript I toyed with the idea of subtitling it “The Internet did not destroy the music industry no matter how much you wanted it to.” The liberatory rhetoric that has accompanied much of the popular press regarding the collapse of the older, object-based music industry, the record industry in particular, would have one think that somehow all the injustices that capitalism has delivered to musicians, genres, and scenes could be crushed by Sweden’s Pirate Party and a number of Apache-enabled servers. Perhaps what has been most problematic is the misunderstanding of the term “music industry,” a term that is all too often misused in everyday parlance and scholarship to describe a centralization of capital assets that simply isn’t the case. For those interested in media studies this can lead to some interesting problems. It is tempting to believe that major labels connected to large media conglomerates easily controlled the industry from some sort of commanding height. However, this is no easy task and it simply ignores the many years that these companies have invested in solving those problems of labor coordination and networking that are particularly acute in the music industry. It is one of the reasons that the record industry and music publishers must rely on a number of “third parties,” intermediaries who initiate and lubricate specific media exchanges and placements. These third parties can never truly be captured, but they can work together with the proper incentivizes.

Viewing the music industry as a series of interlocking networks of workers and traditions is key to this book. There are a number of ways to envision these fields but for now I would like to use Dave Hesmondhalgh’s delineation of “core and peripheral” cultural industries. For Hesmondhalgh the core industries involve “broadcasting,” “film industries,” “the content aspects of the Internet industry,” “music industries,” “print and electronic publishing,” “video and computer games,” and “advertising and marketing.” The peripheral industries are the “creative arts” and tend to use semi-industrial or artisanal means of production such as theater and many of the visual arts like painting and sculpting (Hesmondhalgh, 2007, pp. 12–13). There are three issues at work here that involve the music industry. First, technically Hesmondhalgh is correct about the core industries of recording and publishing. They are core cultural industries because their primary orientation involves the “industrial production and circulation of texts” (Hesmondhalgh, 2007, p. 12). Second, Hesmondhalgh also correctly understands that the issue of culture is a key term for the music industry and draws from Raymond Williams’ understanding as a “whole way of life” for a distinct people or another social group (Hesmondhalgh, 2007, p. 11). However, there is a third issue: the continual invocation of constantly changing third parties that are necessary for labels and publishers to square the circles between organizational principles and cultural demands. What this means for publishers and labels is that they must understand and respect that these cultural demands can only be met with cultural practices that can change from group to group, city to city, and time to time. Keith Negus points out the importance that intermediaries play when organizing these industries that “the activities involved in producing popular music should be thought of as meaningful practices” (Negus, 1999, p. 20). This emphasis on “meaningful practices” is one of the reasons that Negus and others have focused on the issue of “genre” as a longstanding key for publishers and labels to help them distribute their commodities. However, the only means through which these products can find their place within meaningful genre worlds is in the passage through numerous social and cultural spaces and functionaries such as disc jockeys, clubs, performers, and radio and television stations. These elements are part of what Simon Frith calls a “genre world”: “a complex interplay of musicians, listeners, and mediating ideologues” and “is much more confused” than typical marketing processes because genre in popular music is as much a sociological issue as it is a formal issue (Frith, 1996, p. 88). For Negus this means that “record companies are not unified businesses, but collections of units organized according to a musical genre” (Negus, 1999, p. 49). As such, genre is a driving, meaningful force through which A & R, marketing, and, in some cases, entire record labels and publishers are organized. Furthermore, as genres change so do their actors in the organization.

In a similar fashion this book conceives of the “music industry” as a complex and always-unfinished set of institutions and actors. I am not alone in this conception. John Williamson and Martin Cloonan argue that the term, while often employed in a totalizing manner, can never fully comprehend the multiple actors and organizations that compromise those systems that make and market music. Instead, there are “music industries rather than an industry” and this requires “a considerable shift in thinking” (Williamson & Cloonan, 2007, pp. 312–313). For Williamson and Cloonan, “[the problem with] most academic studies of the popular music industries [is they] have continued to privilege the recording industry as being the music industry” (Williamson & Cloonan, 2007, p. 312). Williamson and Cloonan are not alone. In his 2009 book The Music Industry: Music in The Cloud, Patrik Wikström draws from Andrew Leyshon’s conception of the music industry as a set of overlapping networks (creativity, reproduction, distribution, and consumption) with great benefit and provides a definition that he uses throughout his book: “The music industry consists of those companies concerned with developing musical content and personalities, which can be communicated across multiple media” (Wikstrom, 2009, p. 49). Finally, Simon Frith notes that the industry is best understood as a strategic amalgam of sometimes interlocking actors that tactically change depending on specific cultural trends, shifts in economic forces and new technologies (See Frith, 1988, pp. 12–13). Again, this is not the result of sloppy organization. Rather, the relative independence of these actors allows for the most efficient formation and dissolution of networks, systems, and practices. It allows for a creative flexibility so that all actors involved may negotiate numerous cultural, technological, communication, and financial institutions as they change. In a sense, this arrangement allows these arrangements to be plastic, ever-changing, and often reactionary. In this manner the term “music industry” is less a singular noun but an ever-shifting plurality that describes an intersection of relationships that at any given time temporarily solidify or destabilize as conditions change. The instability that the industry is undergoing is the result of losing the sale of a mass reproduced physical good as the center around which actors and industries could be organized. This has meant that the network of record companies and music publishers, unions, rights organizations, consumer electronic companies, live venues, booking networks, television, film, radio programmers, disc jockeys, copy writers, distributors, and retailers that have been primarily oriented to the sale of things have found their practices lacking a purchase they once could claim.

As an industry based on the sale of objects has stumbled, the question of what actors and practices are needed to make music profitable looms unanswered, although numerous answers have been offered. Writing for his blog, Alexander Osterwalder notes that “Today’s music industry is a business model playground—and to a certain extent battleground.” For Osterwalder the “battleground” is not about competing companies. Given that “85% of the recording industry, the most important subset of the music industry, is controlled by only four players, Sony Music Entertainment, Universal Music Group, Warner Music Group, and EMI,” issues of competition reside elsewhere (Osterwalder, 2010a). Instead, while past versions of the music industry seemed to be “characterized by one dominant business model design (the one of the major recording companies), the future will be characterized by multiple competing business models” (Osterwalder, 2010b). No doubt there seems to be no lack of models. For example, music consultant and occasional investor Bruce Warila identifies three competing music industry models: “The Lottery Model,” “The Free Culture Model,” and “The Click Control Model,” each of which come with significant problems and benefits for labels and publishers alike (Warila, 2009). Derek Sivers, founder of the independent online music store CD Baby, holds that while the present is changing, the future is unknown and far too often predictions made about which future business models will succeed stem from specific vested interests. In 2009 Sivers’ answer to the question about the future of the music industry was “Nobody knows the future. Anyone who pretends is full of shit and not to be trusted” and that he just didn’t know how it would pan out (Sivers, 2009). This unpredictability has made it difficult for any major investor to finance major music business propositions. Musicians, promoters, and financiers are simply exasperated by spending hours building profiles, learning social media skills, producing records, and working with services and business models that never gain traction. Indeed, we exist in a pre-paradigmatic period where no agreed upon model and sets of practices exist.

This is the reason that this book begins with the demise of brick and mortar music retail. The widespread contraction of these national chains may be the most physical reaction to digital networks and ubiquitous computing that all media forms have met with in the last decade and a half. In the United States CDs can still be bought in larger retail spaces such as Best Buy, Target, and Walmart, where the discs are a very minor part of their business and they invest little to nothing in catalogue sales. However, at the moment of this writing there is only one significant chain with a music retail legacy in the United States. Purchased by Trans World Entertainment in 2006, the chain is partially composed of older mall spaces occupied by Sam Goody stores, a record store chain with roots reaching back to the 1940s. By the end of 2000 the Sam Goody chain could claim 986 stores and boast that music accounted for around 75% of their sales. However, by the end of fiscal year 2009, the same company held 565 stores with only 37% of their sales coming from music (Christman, 2010). Like other retailers, Trans World Entertainment was forced to close locations and rethink the way their stores thought about what goods they stocked. However, in 2009, while other retailers vied for exclusive music merchandise and other marketplace advantages, Trans World began to work with EMI, Universal, Sony, and numerous independent labels to experiment with a wholesale $6.50–$7.50 per disc pricing for their FYE chains. Trans World also worked with 118 stores in 30 different markets to eliminate variable pricing and make the $9.99 CD a standard price. The pricing experiments were not limited to physical retailers. Both iTunes and Amazon began variable pricing practices in the same year (Christman, 2009). Over the past decade or so music retailers have simply existed in a prolongated moment of widespread commercial failure and their only option has been to experiment to discover what models will work in this quickly evolving atmosphere. In a 2009 interview, the author of Appetite for Destruction: The Spectacular Crash of the Record Industry in the Digital Age, Steve Knopper, was asked if along with iTunes whether there was a possible model for retail “in an era of digital distribution.” Knopper’s answer summarized the belief held by many in the industry, that what pervades is a “less-than-unified” set of practices:


You know, I interview a lot of record executives for my job as a reporter at Rolling Stone, and the thing I hear over and over again from record executives is it’s not just one thing. We used to be trapped in this model of we’re going to sell CDs and that’s it. Now it’s everything. You’ve got social networking services like Facebook, you’ve got subscription services like Rhapsody. You’ve got—LPs are coming back, they’re making a very unexpected comeback among hipster college students. So, we’re going to sell those to you. (Gross, 2009)



As exciting as multiple opportunities may sound, such indeterminacy comes with great wariness. For every new way of getting to know your audience and bringing your musical wares to market, there are multiple fears about not knowing what is the best way for your art and your investments. Lest we forget that even in eras of relative stability most commercial recordings and pieces of sheet music failed to find profits. And until very recently the music industry employed a strategy where they made multiple investments knowing that the great majority of them would be financial losers but that a few would hit so significantly that the sheer scale of these sales would result in a profit. This strategy is no longer employed and what we have stepped into is a period where precedents are being scrapped and new practices being examined, discarded, established, and learned by loosely affiliated communities of practitioners. In a sense, the music industry is evolving as a new environment of users and third parties discover what works and what doesn’t in a post-object economy of file sharing and streaming. As is always the case evolution is about adaptation. Evolution, as one of my former philosophy professors put it, isn’t about being strong and surviving. It means, what you do have today hasn’t killed you, yet. Sometimes these adaptations are planned, but more often than not they are discovered through mistakes and unexpected moments. Evolution isn’t always clear when it is happening, but often only after the process has occurred. And sometimes what lasts and mutates comes from places and organizations that for years were ignored as small potatoes. Such is the case of musicians directly selling their records, their band merchandise, and developing their brand.

This sentiment is best expressed by Gerald Casale, longtime member of the band Devo. Beginning in the 1970s, the band has had a five-decade career replete with numerous hiatuses and active periods. In 2009 the band began to record their first studio album since the 1990. As a band Devo has always been experimental both in terms of style and instrumentation. Less acknowledged was the band’s considerable entrepreneurial spirit, one that included the self-production of independent releases and merchandise well before these activities were the norm. As Casale noted in 2009,


When we started out we released a self-pressed single through independent record stores and used our live shows to spread the word about the band. Before we even got signed we’d already successfully distributed and marketed ourselves. That was considered weird at the time—like we weren’t really rock’n’roll because we didn’t follow the usual cliché of the wasted musician who is basically an attention-seeking fucked-up child. Now all bands are having to do what we did. At least they used to give you big advances back then. Now unless you’re Beyonce or Diddy labels can’t do much for you. (Long, 2009)



In the 1980s, when other bands sold only albums, Devo sold albums that included sleeves with a mail order form so their fans cold buy their plastic energy domes and reproductions of the many uniforms they wore onstage and in their videos. The band actively sold their merchandise and brand before branding and merchandising were widely practiced. However, those major labels that once scoffed at this income as little more than ancillary, now require a percentage of this income stream in most of their new contracts. As records sell less and record retail has collapsed, labels have scrambled for these once-dismissed income streams. Labels, along with every other factor of the business, are experimenting. To quote Casale, “The music business has imploded and the old models are gone and there’s no new paradigm to replace the old one. There are no rules” (Long, 2009).

This book begins with a look at the figure of the end user and throughout it examines how the construction of a ubiquitously networked user has affected the practices of pricing, streaming, radio, publishing, and finance. The combination of user communities and pre-existing institutions have created new ways to associate in things business and social. The means of association, these networks, are formed through a number of practices that are also known as protocol. As Alexander R. Galloway points out, networks do not allow a “free for all” of information production and association (Galloway, 2004, p. xv). Galloway is adamant: “every network is a network because it is constituted by a protocol.” Part of this is constituted as a “political economy,” wherein “protocol modulates, regulates, and manages the interrelationality between vital systems” (p. xviii). This is a book dedicated to understanding those experiments to revitalize a music industry that feels shaken as some parts of it atrophy and others are consumed without the promise of remission. The music industry will continue. What it will look like, what will remain, and what will emerge is hardly a sure bet. And while the contents of this book studiously avoid predictions, the models it documents are placing their bets on a future where they materialize from the ruins of record stores.
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1 Enter the End User

A New Audience for a New Media

DOI: 10.4324/9781315850948-2



We look first at the audience concept itself, since it can appear under different names or with different meanings for the same name. These different versions of the audience sometimes stand for different ways of perceiving the same thing and sometimes for different realities.

—Denis McQuail in Mass Communication Theory: An Introduction (1984, p. 149)




The media industries are undergoing another paradigm shift. It happens from time to time.

—Henry Jenkins in Convergence Culture (2006, p. 5)



Among the more celebrated and embraced sectors of the new music economy in the United States has been the growth of online radio, Pandora in particular. Describing their service, Pandora claims that it is a “new kind of radio—stations that play only music you like” (“Pandora,” 2010). Each Pandora user can pick from a continually-growing library of songs (well over 700,000 in early 2010) that are hand coded by trained employees to identify upwards of 400 possible musical traits, aka “genes.” Upon choosing the song, the user can either apply a “thumbs-up” or “thumbs-down” tag, or simply let it play, and the service will choose a song with similar “genetic qualities.” The combination of an artisanal attention to detail with the organization’s willingness to engage listeners’ specific demands through detailed correspondence and gatherings has generated a potent musical service. On more than one occasion, Tim Westergren, the service’s cofounder, has gone on tours throughout the U.S. to meet Pandora users at “Town Hall” meetings and discover what they like, love, and loathe about the service. Paying such attention to its users has served Pandora well. In April 2010, Pandora announced that it had “passed the 50 million-user mark” (Ha, 2010). By July of the same year another report noted that the user base had grown to 60 million (Greer, 2010). As the numbers grew it was clear that by 2010 Pandora was among the most successful in a long line of new music services that were based around new principles of online media. These services are many and originate from a variety of cultural and regulatory contexts. They come in the forms of competing webcasters (Last.FM, Slacker, etc.) as well as on-demand streaming services (Spotify, Rhapsody, Mog, Grooveshark, we7, Deezer, etc.). Each of these have their own ambitions and models, yet each have one aspect in common: they nichecast music through ubiquitous digital networks to service each specific user’s needs while framing their stock in trade as sets of quantifiable relationships rich with associative probabilities. Unlike the past 90 years of American broadcasting where stations traded access to somewhat anonymous audiences, in comparison users are far more discrete and with allegiances and preferences much more clearly understood due to their constant monitoring.

One would think that the value in this data would be clear for advertisers. However, as will be addressed in later chapters that focus on Pandora and Spotify, these new services have had to labor mightily to establish new pathways of trust to assuage investors’ nerves about a new ecosystem, a new set of practices, practitioners, technologies, and terms. Lest we forget that moving from one media system to another is rarely smooth. For example, in the case of programmers moving from radio to television James Schwoch points out that despite the efforts of many network sales staffs in the U.S., the transition was filled with anxieties and “throughout World War II, broadcasters worked toward overcoming those anxieties and wooing the agency and the advertiser over to the new medium. For every radio sponsor in 1941 ready and willing to jump into television, twenty to thirty other sponsors and agencies remained wary” (Schwoch, 1990, p. 57). Like other forms of social capital the establishment of trust, the resource that remedies wariness and eliminates numerous transactional costs, can only be developed over long stretches of time. Indeed, the rapid pace of change has provided little time to establish the foundations upon which many elements of the music industry have felt comfortable mooring themselves. Their move into digital media structures, like those in television and film, has been marked with significant amounts of distrust and confusion. Through this turmoil one term among media practitioners, “convergence,” has gained substantial traction as multiple forces take on digital paradigms. As a term, convergence is used to describe the conflation of television, radio, and film in a digital ecosystem. Henry Jenkins places the term “media convergence” alongside “participatory culture” and “collective intelligence” as key terms that are defining this new era of digitally networked media. For Jenkins, “media convergence” describes “the flow of content across multiple media platforms, the cooperation between multiple media industries, and the migratory behavior of media audiences who will go almost anywhere in search of the kinds of entertainment experiences they want”; furthermore, Jenkins explains that the term “manages to describe technological, industrial, cultural, and social changes depending in who’s speaking and what they are talking about” (Jenkins, 2006, pp. 2–3). Jenkins’ identification of the contingent nature of “media convergence,” primarily its ever-shifting placement in media discourse, is extremely helpful. It highlights the contingent nature of convergence culture, a culture that is in perpetual beta, prefers innovation over stability, and seems to feed the anxieties of an industry that, although it continually chased aesthetic and cultural trends, had established a way of doing business that was quickly dissolving. These digital music services seemed to display a protean nature and gaining any kind of strategic foothold, discursive or economic, on systems that seemingly mutate as they pass throughout layers of “digital clouds” is, to say the least, difficult. Worse, much of this difficulty is due to the fact that these applications are designed, adopted, rejected, and remodified by users, a category that has only recently claimed a vital importance for media industries whose practices have for decades been modeled with audiences in mind.

The question of the user is key for Jenkins’ attempt to understand how media industries are adjusting to their new digital environs. Jenkins is clear about this facet: “media convergence is more than simply a technological shift. Convergence alters the relationship between existing technologies, industries, markets, genres, and audiences. Convergence alters the logic by which media industries operate and by which media consumers process news and entertainment” (2006, pp. 15–16). For media firms such as Pandora and Spotify their interest in users is not too surprising. As media companies, the value of these services rest upon the features that they provide to their user bases. The emphasis on a developed, activated user base rather than an audience presents new opportunities and problems. Reckoning with this turn, a turn where audiences have seemed to acquire powers far beyond those they had before, is something that both academics and industry have had to confront. Jenkins’ emphasis on active consumers in digital realms places his work alongside other scholars that are processing the development of this ecosystem. Throughout the research and musings of many writers digital audiences are positioned as part of a large-scale generational rift (Tapscott, 1998, 2008; Palfrey, 2008); a newly-enabled collective workforce and a transformed set of workplaces (Lessig, 2008; Surowiecki, 2005; Shirky, 2008; Howe, 2008; Benkler, 2006; Li & Bernoff, 2008; Locke, Levine, Searls, & Weinberger, 2001; Poster, 2006, pp. 231– 249); and a population with special talents (Johnson, 2005) and/or significant detriments (Bauerline, 2008). Unstated but perpetually pronounced by comparison with previous media formations is that what has emerged is a new type of audience, a media public that has been enabled as part of a large-scale technological upheaval. Yochai Benkler is most explicit:


We are seeing the emergence of the user as a new category of relationship to information production and exchange. Users are individuals who are sometimes consumers and sometimes producers. They are substantially more engaged participants, both in defining the terms of their productive activity and in defining what they consume and how they consume it. (Benkler, 2006, p. 138)



This new category is part of the social circumstances that Stuart Hall would label as the “whole communicative process.” This process includes not only technologies but those “‘social relations’ of the communicative process” and “various kinds of ‘competences’ (at the production and receiving end)” (Hall, 1973, p. 1).

Unlike other chapters in this book, this one is the most concerned with media theory as it analyzes a basic proposition that not only affects how the music industry is configured in an era of digital convergence, but media in general. Specifically, this chapter claims that we need to radically rethink how media audiences are positioned in our new media ecosystems. Put simply, what we once called the audience has been replaced with a new actor called the end user, an actor that is essential to the formation, operation and sustenance of digital information networks. Because of this, the end user cannot be thought of as simply “audience plus.” The end user is not an ad hoc neologism empowered with new tools or “extra powers.” Instead, what media industries have encountered is an altogether new actor that is explicitly positioned as an essential part of the design and architecture behind the production, distribution, and exhibition of information that circulates throughout new media ecosystems. Furthermore, this has fundamentally altered the music business from an economy based on the sale of physical goods to a service-based economy. To understand this new model and the consequences it has for a new music industry, we have to recognize the following: (1) how these new media users operate in database-driven systems; (2) how the end user is surveyed and measured; (3) the significance of monitoring and measuring what the end user produces and shares; and (4) how the end user is often contractually obliged and limited by a legal contract that has become a staple of our daily lives, the End User License Agreement (EULA). These practices of definition, discrete monitoring, measurement, and contractual agreement have found their way into debates about privacy, media responsibilities, and our investments in new media ecosystems. Thus, understanding the value of the end user has consequences for every aspect of this ecosystem, from online radio, to cloud-streaming services, to Internet retail, brand management, and financing. Without recognizing this facet we cannot adequately understand the many tactical and strategic decisions made by the players in this environment, particularly those discussed in this book.

For the moment let us assume a clean break and the general dominance of a digital infrastructure in our media lives, even though we know so many us are and will continue to exist in an analogue media universe. Let us indulge the prospect that new media audiences are not the traditional audiences of the 20th century, but something else entirely. The scholar who most closely articulates this sentiment is P. David Marshall. Marshall argues that “If we can characterize broadcast media as continually producing an ‘audience-subjectivity,’ that is, an experience that can be collectively organized and sold as a coherent-commodity, new media forms such as the Internet produce what I would call a ‘user-subjectivity’. The user-subject hails the individual to see themselves producing their cultural activity” (Marshall, 2009, p. 84). New media services and applications enable a solid sense of “user-subjectivity” where “users fabricate their own stories, their own connections, and their own social networks” (Marshall, 2009, p. 85). Marshall argues that there are three conditions that facilitate the user: (1) an architecture of interactive usage where data about use is recirculated into a contained system; (2) as “interactivity” is developed, it is labeled as “smartness” and the system better anticipates and assists the user with his or her needs; and (3) interactivity is designed to create and facilitate connections with other humans through an expansion of expression and communication (pp. 85–86).

Marshall’s comments dovetail with those information architectural conceptions that allow interactivity to proliferate. These are scalability (the ability for a network or system to grow in an eloquent manner), interoper-ability (the ability to have multiple networking and computing systems to work together, in concert), and open architecture (a system architecture that is “open,” seeable by the user who can add on and/or alter parts of the system as they need). The importance of these concepts is key to any successful implementation of digital media. In his 1995 book Being Digital, Nicholas Negroponte notes that early attempts at “digitizing TV” went awry because early digital television engineers ignored these principles:


When video engineers approached digital television they took no lessons from computer network design. They ignored the flexibility of heterogenous systems and information-packed headers. Instead, they argued among themselves about resolution, frame rate, aspect ratio, and interlace, rather than let those be variables. Broadcast TV doctrine has all the dogma of the analog world and is almost devoid of digital principles, like open architecture, scalability, and interoperability. This will change, but change has so far been very slow in coming. (Negroponte, 1995, p. 181)



After 15 years of experiments Negroponte’s points have been addressed as digital cable and satellite packages, DSL lines, and third-party devices connect to multiple screens and a variety of digital services. Indeed, this has become the norm in a culture of digital convergence: increasingly everyday devices such as televisions, phones, laptops, and tablets host digital applications that are explicitly designed for flexible user interactions to produce unique, individuated experiences. This ecosystem devoted to capturing user interactions and feeding them back into systems dedicated to optimizing user experiences are the key to social networks, search engines, and the numerous digital media streaming services that are emergent. This includes the likes of iTunes, Spotify, and Pandora as they make their services much more flexible and attentive to specific user needs and desires.

Fundamental to making these open, scalable, and interoperable systems work is the end user, an actor that is not independent of these systems. Instead, the end user is a key component for media production that is decentralized, micro in focus, and mediated through ever-multiplying and ever-flexible networks. Thus, successful media programmers and producers must envision how end users are able to access and use media in a manner that produces new products and new information. This involves more than envisioning an audience who engages increasingly niche media. The end user is an essential component: it is both the productive laborer and consumer that these database-driven systems require. The idea of the user has a history of conceptions and application. For example, in economics and business the term “end user” is often differentiated from a consumer and employed to refer to a person who uses a product. In this conception a parent may buy a toy for a child and would be identified as the consumer, however the “end user” would be the child. Both computer and information sciences mobilize a similar understanding for the “end user” as the person who will use and operate a piece of software to access, manipulate, and produce information. As Repenning and Ioannidou point out, part of the design process for any new piece of software, substantial testing is administered to ensure its “usability.” The fundamental aim of the process “is to empower users to gain more control over their computers by engaging in a development process. The users we have in mind, called end-users, are typically not professional software developers” (Repenning & Ioannidou, 2006, p. 51). To succeed programmers must adapt to the end user’s specific needs. As such, “the need to enable these more complex forms of adaptation is quickly increasing for various reasons. Only the end-users of an application, not the developers of that application, can decide on how to deal with all this information.” The result is that systems are in “perpetual beta” since, “application developers can no longer anticipate all the needs of end-users. This discrepancy between what application developers can build and what individual end-users really need can be addressed with [end-user development]” (Repenning & Ioannidou, 2006, pp. 51–52).

The ability to design services for flexible adaptation is necessary because the many needs and platforms that affect the end user can never be fully anticipated. For example, in the case of information managers, Wood, Bras-sil Horak, and Snow note that, “Many converging environmental forces have influenced the trend toward end user searching. These include: technological developments of ‘user-friendly’ systems and front ends; increased sales of microcomputers and modems; and aggressive marketing by database vendors directly to the end user” (Wood, Brassil Horak, & Snow, 1986, p. 1). The path between servers to modems, computers, and the user is also known as the information chain and throughout the end user is envisioned as an essential part of the structure. Bryan Pfaffenberger explains:


In information science, the term end user refers to the place this person occupies in the information chain, which begins with information creators and includes primary publishers, secondary publishers, librarians, and finally end users, who are the information consumers. An end user, in other words, is the person who actually uses for decision making or analytical purposes the information that an information-retrieval system makes available. The information chain is a true chain, it should be noted, because end users can become information creators themselves, thereby closing the loop. (Pfaffenberger, 1990, p. 4)



In the field of knowledge management developing for the end user is key for the refined production of data and tools. Raymond Panko suggests that “perhaps the best way to think of knowledge management is as knowledge plus process” (Panko, 1988, pp. 164–165, italics mine).1 Throughout it helps us to envision the process as one where data as content flowing to and from databases, users, distributors, and exhibitors in a continual feedback loop. In this loop the data is accessed, altered, added to, and related to other processes through which it becomes “content plus.” “Content plus” could be any number of items including “mashed-up” contents, content plus metadata, content plus comments/reviews, and so on. The key is that the data moved through this process becomes, by design, informative.

This concept of the information chain is fundamental for understanding how value is generated and extracted in digital media systems. The chain is where data establishes numerous relationships, finds value, and becomes “informative.” In this sense information has a distinct social dimension. As Bryan Pfaffenberger argues in his work on online databases and end-user searchability, “information is not a thing. For this reason, databases cannot be said to represent a valuable social resource in the absence of skilled decoders” (Pfaffenberger, 1990, p.
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