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Blockchain in the music business: preventing the threat 
of disruption 
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Abstract 
The evidence is that blockchain has the power to start a disruptive process. If block-
chain has uses for the music industry a framework will need to be defined to pre-
vent damage. A collaborative approach, agile methods, and transition management 
are identified and suggested as a toolset to successfully shape the impact of the dis-
rupted processes. In particular, transition management is recommended as an ap-
proach via research. Blockchain concepts are matched to the music industry 
through examples. 

Keywords: Blockchain, music industry, disruption, transition management, metada-
ta 

1 Introduction 

Since 2015, the music industry has witnessed a growing ‘hype' (Silver 
2016: 9) within discussions about blockchain concepts2. There is hardly a 
field in the music business that is not considering blockchain or varia-
tions thereof as part of their current projects: Projects range from ticket-
ing (Membran Entertainment (Healy 2017)) to streaming (Resonate3), 
from ID solutions for band names (Music Business Worldwide 2016a) to 
distribution (Imogen Heap (Perez 2016) and RAC (Oberhaus 2017)) and 
global licensing platforms (DotBlockchain Media4). 

                                                           
1 Wolfgang Senges is a freelance advisor in music and technology and co-founder of the Blockchain 
Working Group. Following up to positions in marketing and project management at software pro-
viders he co-curated all2gethernow and worked as Co-Head of Programme at Berlin Music Week. 
For promotional service Songpier he was in charge of marketing. He co-founded Cultural Commons 
Collecting Society SCE (C3S SCE) where he held the role of an Executive Director. 
(wolfgang.senges@contentsphere.de). 
2 This article intentionally does not refer to blockchain "technology" because there is no one specific 
technology. Instead, it is the concept of combining several approved technologies such as cryptolo-
gy, swarm intelligence, peer-to-peer networks, hashes and more to form a unique and new kind 
architecture (Schütte et al. 2017: 11). 
3 https://www.resonate.is  
4 http://dotblockchainmusic.com  

mailto:wolfgang.senges@contentsphere.de
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The focus on specific solutions and their feasibility relies on proof of 
concept (PoC). What the discussions omit or at least circumvent is eval-
uation and integration management. A few projects, like Alan Graham's 
and Rupert Hine's OneClickLicense (OCL)5, started out by evaluating 
blockchain but even so they discarded it later, due to performance is-
sues as well as the general risks associated with blockchain.6 

A non-biased investigation into blockchain is necessary due to its 
short history and, by way of comparison, a few approved applications, 
especially as experience of the practical use of blockchain and theoreti-
cal research in any industry has only been around for at most nine years. 
This is not just a problem about the music industry, nor indeed for 
blockchain. Increasingly shortened innovation cycles have led to broader 
scientific and academic interest in dealing with disruption. In the music 
sector, blockchain is the one example that stands out currently when 
investigating how to cope with the future changes caused by disruption.  

The objective here is to identify one or more approaches to employ 
blockchain in the music industry and to sketch a path towards managing 
its evolution. It is an attempt to find a way to solving the paradox of 
bridging the disruption gap. It is assumed that any scheme to accomplish 
this should involve the entire industry, as it will be a concern for all 
stakeholders. To achieve this, collaborative methods and a new research 
approach, called transition research, represent the core hypothetical 
toolset under consideration. 

However, one challenge for this paper is that neither, blockchain 
and transition management, have been explored as yet in detail; indeed, 
the scientific basis from extant articles is limited. Hence, interviews with 
music business, technology, and research experts serve as a source of 
additional evidence and these were conducted earlier in 2017 as part of 
another article (Senges 2017b: 49). In addition to previous work on 
blockchain architectures, analytical reports and more current magazine 

                                                           
5 OCL (https://what.ocl.is) is sometimes also referred to as "Totem". Meanwhile, the service is 
established under the name of “Origen”. 
6 Source: Alan Graham, during personal talks and his keynote at Vienna Music Business Research 
Days in September 2017. 

https://what.ocl.is/


Blockchain in the music business 85 

and newspaper articles, this paper builds on the work of the Blockchain 
Working Group Germany, formed in November 2016 (Senges 2017a). 

The first chapter explains which other tasks are needed to prepare 
for blockchain and why; thus setting up the framework for the core 
questions. Chapter 3.1 discusses the disruptive power of blockchain and 
chapter 3.2 looks at previous (disruptive) changes that the music indus-
try has not dealt with successfully. While chapter 3.3 summarises the 
learnings from the previous chapters' results, chapter 3.4 explores 
blockchain and its disruptive potential in the music industry. The subse-
quent chapter investigates if and how disruption might be managed and 
whether it is possible to define a specific set of requirements to succeed. 
The required tools, methods, and framework are identified in chapter 
4.1 and 4.2 and these are investigated in chapter 4.3. To round-up chap-
ter 5, the article takes a look at the opportunities and the impact of ap-
plying transition management and the above toolset, while integrating a 
disruptive concept. 

2  Structuring the challenge 

2.1 What is blockchain? 

In its basic model, blockchain presents an approach to database solu-
tions in which data is not spread across multiple tables but stored as a 
chain of blocks in one single ledger. It is a decentralised model, adminis-
tering an identical copy of the ledger in each node of the decentralised 
peer-to-peer network.7 Theoretically, each block can hold the data itself 
(here: audio), the metadata (e.g. information necessary for licensing), 
plus a smart contract (a set of rules to be applied to the data). Another 
feature is the fact that new data is written into the blockchain only after 
a validation process confirms its correctness. The network's nodes are 
involved in the process; hence, the reference to swarm intelligence. 

                                                           
7 There are numerous variations, including hybrid architectures (partially decentralised, partially 
centralised), as well as those where not each but particular or most nodes hold a copy of the block-
chain. 
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Finally, all the blocks are encrypted, and neither the data nor the con-
catenation of blocks can be manipulated or deleted. However, as men-
tioned above, there are risks to blockchain. Describing them all here 
would exceed this articles' topic.  

2.2 The metadata chaos 

Quoting Benji Roger's metaphor, the change from today's music busi-
ness towards integrating the blockchain concept is like inventing new 
"rails" (Rogers 2016). It is not about changing objects, and it is not about 
replacing the stakeholders. It is comparable to inventing an internet 
protocol. The problem is that new rails will not alter or change the exist-
ing system failures. If the engines used in every rail-train have technical 
design faults, then simply replacing the rail tracks will not help. The one 
problem that has paralysed the music industry for decades is the 
"metadata chaos". Correct and complete metadata is the foundations 
and basis of licensing and generating revenues. 

Current metadata models and workflows can be made to fit into 
new technologies and new technology concepts. Nevertheless, the cur-
rent shortcomings of metadata models including errors within them will 
continue unless there are steps taken and effort is dedicated to clean 
them up. Essentially metadata define the value of content and as such 
they form the core of the music economy (Senges 2017b: 36–38). This 
means a remodelling of metadata structures and workflows is needed, 
although, due to their nature, this is a major challenge, but it is one re-
quirement to enable blockchain's full scope of advantages. 

2.3 Evaluation of the blockchain concept mapped on to music 

Current blockchain projects in the music industry focus on a proof-of-
concept approach for specific market sectors and solutions. These pro-
jects are still in the experimental and nascent stage and do not provide a 
solid basis for mapping the blockchain concept on the music industry's 
daily workflows and demands. Bettina Schasse de Araujo8: "[…] a poten-

                                                           
8 Innovation Strategies & Community Manager, Institute for Applied Informatics (InfAI)) e. V. 
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tial integration of blockchain can only be successful after a thorough 
analysis of integration with upstream and downstream processes." It is 
necessary to launch and establish a "dialogue with relevant stakeholders 
… – an intensive multi-stakeholder dialogue" (Senges 2017b: 39).9 

A multi-stakeholder dialogue combines work on issues such as the 
metadata challenge with a mapping of the concept to the music indus-
try. At first sight, the primary objective is the requirements specific for 
the music industry and the system implementation. However, this ap-
proach goes beyond these elements. As Matthias Hornschuh10 states in 
his interview: "… structural [and] systematic problems of [the music in-
dustry] as well as those of adjacent, respectively intersecting industry 
sectors (in particular media/broadcast/IT)" that are in demand to be 
included to draft "a comprehensive and sustainable requirements speci-
fication" (Senges 2017b: 39). 

The synergy in establishing a multi-stakeholder dialogue is more im-
portant than solving the challenge itself. It brings together parties that 
have been in conflict with each other for a decade or more (Senges 
2017: 4). This multi-stakeholder dialogue is the technical and infra-
structural basis for considering blockchain as an integral foundation for 
the music industry. 

2.4 How to integrate blockchain? 

Intrinsically linked to blockchain research is the challenge of how to in-
troduce and integrate blockchain, or any other disruptive concept, into 
the music industry. With blockchain, there is the rare opportunity, of 
which stakeholders are acutely aware, for an idea that might develop a 
significant and disruptive impact; and, as the following chapter suggests, 
a disruptive power. However, it is neither possible to accurately predict 
the degree of influence, nor can we estimate the time available for 
preparation as the momentum is fast developing. More significantly, the 
hype around blockchain may see some stakeholders or innovators taking 

                                                           
9 Quotation translated by the author. 
10 Matthias Hornschuh is a composer for film and television. 
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action too quickly or too soon, leading to deployments that are not ra-
tionally founded. 

The primary objective of this paper is to identify the tools, guidance 
and research basis to allow for integration rather than a clash between 
blockchain supported initiatives and a music industry yet to embrace 
blockchain. 

The integration of disruption means actively shaping change, aiming 
to distil the opportunities from a new technology, as well as identifying 
the associated threats and misconceptions, even if they might improve 
the ecosystem. This is sensitive because preventing damage does not 
equate to preserving the status quo so any framework for integration 
must balance existing workflows principles as well as the newly created 
ones. As such the relevant structure must be conceived first in a non-
biased way. 

3 Blockchain and the power of disruption 

3.1 Evidence of disruption 

The title of this paper implies that blockchain has by definition a disrup-
tive power. Unfortunately, innovations that cause radical changes in a 
market are often called "disruptive" even when they are not, and it is 
difficult currently to describe blockchain as disruptive. Disruption is 
more complex as Christensen et al. (Christensen, Raynor & McDonald 
2015) explain in arguing that products, services, or technologies should 
not be labelled as "disruptive" in themselves, rather it is the process 
they initiate through innovation that is disruptive. 

When investigating whether blockchain is capable of initiating a dis-
ruptive process or not, it is important to firstly separate two facets. On 
the one hand, blockchain may represent an integral part of a product, 
e.g. Bitcoin but on the other hand, blockchain as an abstract concept 
may serve as an underlying infrastructure for many industries or prod-
ucts. 
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In conjunction with Bitcoin, blockchain helped challenge finance in-
dustries through an innovative way of combining security, transparency, 
and control within distributed peer-to-peer networks. This is an example 
of low-end footholds disruption (Christensen, Raynor & McDonald 2015) 
targeting a particular group of customers at the low end. Blockchain for 
Bitcoin launched into a new phase when financial industries explored 
the added values of the blockchain concept. Far from being mainstream 
and still hardly tested, the conceptual approach became separated from 
Bitcoin and went upmarket from the original innovators; more im-
portantly, it spread to other industries within a few years. 

Separated from Bitcoin, blockchain now appears to have launched 
into a new-market footholds disruption process. Start-ups like Ethere-
um11, ConsenSys12, JAAK13, BigchainDB14 and many others have estab-
lished services as providers of concepts, infrastructure, development, 
and technology. Blockchain itself created a new market with incumbents 
including enterprise software providers like IBM looking to implement 
their own blockchain infrastructures. 

While still in the evaluation phase for other industries, blockchain 
arrived in the music business which raised the immediate question of 
whether blockchain could initiate a disruptive process when applied to 
it. However, blockchain only entered the music sector in 2015 so it is still 
too soon to be certain of what it can do. Looking at previous evaluations 
for various industries (McWaters et al. 2015; Allianz 2016; Schütte et al. 
2017) one can only agree it has the potential to start a disruptive pro-
cess. How blockchain can eventually perform in the music industry will 
be dealt with in chapter 3.4. The challenge yet to be solved is how to 
cope with the accompanying changes that would arise if disruption is 
started. 

 
 

                                                           
11 https://www.ethereum.org  
12 https://consensys.net  
13 http://jaak.io  
14 https://www.bigchaindb.com  
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3.2 Disruption in music: failed approaches in dealing with disruption 

In the past the impact of disruptive technologies led to a predominance 
of fear, mainly caused by the pressure to respond if an organisation is 
not able, or not willing to act, or not capable of responding appropriate-
ly (Mulligan 2015: 19, 60) resulting in a fear of being overrun and out-
performed. The negative consequences tend to overshadow any bene-
fits and improvements the radical changes may lead (and have led) to, 
meaning potential opportunities can be perceived as threats. The nega-
tive impact of radical change for incumbent players appears to define 
disruption where the consequences of disruption equate to financial loss 
and a reduced status, mainly due to not having anticipated the change 
nor being able to adapt as fast as necessary. 

Example 1: Napster: Napster (1999–2001), in its first incarnation, 
and other platforms like Kazaa or Mule did not change the paradigm of a 
product. It was a one-to-one transfer of a physical to a digital product 
and it was free. The peer-to-peer networks, the technology that em-
powered distribution, the ease of use and being free launched a disrup-
tive process. It changed users' behaviour instantly and ultimately. There 
was no chance to change it back (Mulligan 2015: 19). 

The effects were unprecedented and unexpected despite later legal 
actions to prevent or stop similar services. Although the industry was 
shaken and already damaged, it was not able to transfer to and adopt 
the digital model as the key players were too slow to change (Mulligan 
2015: 60). They did not try to embrace it in a way that might have bene-
fited the music industry and the artists, despite which the new user ex-
perience was here to stay, indeed it was users' behaviour that led to the 
pressure to change. Eventually with the arrival of iTunes, the music in-
dustry started to react (Mulligan 2015: 129). This disruption also paved 
the way for Apple as the new dominant partner. Apple adapted digital 
distribution in a reasonable and legal way, shifting disruption to the end 
of the disruptive process to mainstream acceptance. 

It took more than a decade to close most of the illegal download 
platforms. The aftermath of the low-end footholds disruption was severe 
damage to monetising downloads. (Mulligan 2015: 291). 
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Example 2: User Generated Content: While Napster drew attention 
to the illegal sharing of music, YouTube focused on creation of music 
content. This time, the music industry tried to stop illicit use (and there-
by sharing) immediately, either through negotiating contracts as the US 
major labels did and later by taking YouTube to court (Music Business 
Worldwide 2016b). However, by focusing on those elements aspects 
known to cause damage the industry ignored another phenomenon 
altogether, namely User Generated Content (UGC). 

The use of existing "shared" content is one aspect of UGC, but its 
impact extends that. Innovators such as SoundCloud15 established the 
concept as the advent of UGC again changed users' behaviour, in treat-
ing users as consumers and simultaneously as producers. The result was 
another new-market foothold disruption that drew audiences' attention 
from professional artists. Some UGC creators even circumvented the 
traditional artist development route from the creative industries to suc-
cessfully enter the commercial market. 

3.3 Learnings 

The structure and workflows of an organisation should react flexibly or 
adapt quickly to changes and trends from the surrounding environment, 
regardless of whether the source of the change comes from the market 
(e.g. a new player) or from the external world (social trends or politics). 
The most critical challenge is to first identify any causes of disruptive 
change. Innovations and concepts, whether new or resurfacing, must be 
monitored continuously and evaluated in relation to potential upcoming 
developments. With essential and evolutionary events in technology, 
early efforts help prevent damage and encourage the building of new 
and improved infrastructures as well as workflows. Instead of standing 
by watching innovation (and disruption) happen to then harvest the 
resulting financial benefit later, it is more beneficial to shape and im-
prove the market to increase revenues and market value. 

                                                           
15 http://soundcloud.com  

http://soundcloud.com/
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This requires a joint effort by all stakeholders even in a competitive 
market, where it makes sense to work collaboratively on the potential of 
new concepts and this is exemplified by the coordinated development of 
the WorldWideWeb Consortium (W3C)16. Any new technology or con-
cept in the market (let alone the music industry) should be considered 
and evaluated in detail. Innovation cycles have significantly accelerated 
so the best way to prevent an incumbent being overrun is to examine 
innovations in advance in their nascent steps. 

3.4 How blockchain might disrupt the music industry 

The most likely use cases of blockchain that can develop a disruptive 
potential are licensing and "structure as a service". 

Licensing: Licensing is the basis of the monetisation of music and 
other intellectual property. As soon as workflows around licensing are 
affected by innovation, there is an immediate impact on the music in-
dustry. To a large extent, revenues depend on the existence and quality 
of metadata connected to musical works (Senges 2017: 36–8). Matthias 
Hornschuh: "The economic core of business with content that is not 
physical lies in the data" (Senges 2017b: 36). 

Blockchain may allow for a significant rise in revenues by easier li-
censing processes, the correct identification of creators, and accelerat-
ing transactions provided the metadata problems are solved. In a market 
dominated by low value purchases and miniscule payments for single 
plays, lowered transaction costs lead to increased margins which sup-
ports independent and non-established artists as well as smaller labels 
and publishers. Improvements in time-to-market and increasing reve-
nues lead to an increased presence in the music industry of blockchain 
supported companies. Those stakeholders avoiding blockchain and not 
participating in a new shared metadata model could suffer from the 
disruptive fall-out. 

Structure-as-a-service: Compared to licensing, bundling various ser-
vices into one might lead to further negative disruptive changes. Already 

                                                           
16 https://www.w3.org  
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some players are offering on-demand artists services: label services, 
marketing, and most of all digital distribution. With blockchain as the 
backbone connecting smaller services, there is an immediate opportuni-
ty in the music industry for new players. Just as with Uber, Airbnb, Face-
book and Amazon, these new players can be categorised as enterprises 
that do not produce, own, or offer services themselves. Business models 
like these are fast to build and cost-efficient to maintain. 

A "structure-as-a-service" bundle offer that includes transactions, 
distribution, one-stop profiles, administration, and APIs to synch-
catalogues could potentially render Collection Management Organisa-
tions (CMOs) obsolete. While today's unsigned artists would benefit 
from much better access-to-market than currently exists, the possible 
demise of CMOs would damage the majority of professional and semi-
professional artists without the CMO's legal support and representation 
of these artists. Scenarios like these might explain the resistance to-
wards blockchain by specific stakeholders like CMOs, even though they 
might well benefit from blockchain (Senges 2017b: 31–34). Despite re-
sistance to blockchain based on ignorance, those stakeholders who op-
pose it will most likely merely delay rather than stop it. It is strategically 
more constructive to investigate if and how organisations can or should 
deploy blockchain. 

Balancing access-to-market for all artists: Instead of shifting benefit 
from one group of creators to the other, the challenge is to generate 
advantages for all. Therefore, the music business has to tackle a funda-
mental problem namely how to integrate genuinely independent music 
to the commercial market. The term "independent" here refers to artists 
who are not CMO members nor are they signed to labels or music pub-
lishers. This group also relates in part to other topics like Creative Com-
mons licensing and User Generated Content (UGC), that is described in 
chapter 3.2, example 2. It has already created disruption which could be 
amplified by blockchain-based structure-as-a-service offerings. 

Any serious approach employing blockchain should include an ex-
tended multi-perspective concept. It is supposed to bridge the gap be-
tween do-it-yourself (DIY) artists and the music industry. The objective 
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should be to define a concept embracing cultural diversity that helps 
aspiring artists move between both worlds. 

If it is possible to eliminate failures and erase existing aberrations, it 
is an excellent start to shape disruptive evolutions. Of course, any ap-
proach like this demands broad communication across the market and 
between all stakeholders. 

4 How to manage disruptive changes 

Managing a disruptive change does not translate to strategically face or 
fight new and innovative competitors. Neither is it a form of "tradition-
al" project management with clearly defined tasks, deadlines, or closed 
processes. It extends the impact on a single organisation, and it often 
extends beyond an industry because of the reciprocal effect between 
entities within an organisation and beyond. 

4.1 Tools and methods 

The goal is to first identify the requirements on how to describe the 
tasks and identify the challenges in actively dealing with and shaping 
radical changes that may affect the entire market or even larger sys-
tems. 

The domains and aspects of work are as numerous and vast as is the 
challenge. The outcome of the process is unpredictable, elusive, and 
currently available knowledge is limited. Due to the project dynamics, 
the key requirement is to move gradually in repeated iterations to allow 
for continuous customisation of task lists and goals. Successive iterations 
also allow for early feedback of requirements, supported by regular 
communication starting with the first iterations. Similarly, teams may 
change to match the current tasks and requested skill sets. An approach 
that applies agile methods and tools seems most suitable (Beck et al. 
2001; Agile Alliance d. u.). 

Teams should include members of various stakeholder categories to 
enable a multi-stakeholder dialogue. Also, members representing di-
verse vertical levels of implementation have to be involved: 
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 users (artists, composers, producers, licensees such as 
broadcast services), 

 manufacturers and service providers (CMOs, labels, pub-
lishers, distributors, manufacturers of musical instruments 
and software), 

 implementation teams (system providers of blockchain ser-
vices), 

 researchers (institutes and universities). 

Core to successful and collaborative work on the challenge is in-
depth communication which again requires trust and transparency. As a 
precondition to trust, all participants have to: 

 share the understanding of the demand, 

 share their motivation to engage, 

 support and promote transparency. 

The tools and methods mentioned require open frameworks and an 
open infrastructure but not in the open source software sense. Here 
"open" refers to frameworks that are accessible to everyone, but not 
necessarily free to use. Since teams and tasks may change anytime, the 
choice of software must not be limited to either type or kind of tools. 
The equivalent in management structures is collaborative management 
("wiki management") which also enables cooperation between a large 
number of participants and stakeholders at a relatively low cost (Collins 
2014: 122–124). 

The variety of teams and sub-tasks might be realised best by estab-
lishing a working group or a virtual platform to connect between all the 
participants. A hub or broker structure might be suitable. 
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4.2 Framework 

Apart from a set of tools and methods, an approach to prevent the un-
expected surfacing and fall-out from disruption requires a context. This 
framework, or research work, should support the strategy and provide a 
template. Stakeholders involved then can execute any analytical and 
steering efforts according to objectives and guidelines that are part of 
the model. 

It is necessary to examine the process if it is one that either initiates 
a low-end or a new-markets footholds disruption. Both apply innovative 
technology, workflows, data models, concepts or similar approaches 
that share a capability to start a transforming process. Therefore, the 
framework must be able to map the changes induced on to a transform-
ing scheme that allows for guidance and shaping. 

Management approaches that spring to mind first are migration 
management and change management, but, neither of these fit. One 
can apply migration management to closed (sub) systems where a new 
(sub)system replaces either the entire, or parts of the original order. 
Typically, these are software products, services, or formats that require 
a change in workflows. Any blockchain architecture introduced to a sin-
gle company within the music industry, or across the entire music indus-
try will be highly specific. It requires innovative concepts to replace one 
part of the system. Either they are designed to change workflows, inter-
faces and more, or they may substitute the entire technical backbone. 
The implementation includes processes that generate innovation by 
integration. Multiple migrations may also be needed when a blockchain 
concept is integrated if the impact and challenges exceed those of mi-
gration. 

Change management goes beyond migration and manages trans-
formational processes. It represents the customisation of an existing 
system and its adaption of changes taking place in the surrounding eco-
system (Litke 2004: 259–260). The reaction to on-going changes ranges 
from technical systems to workflows, from personnel structures to job 
cuts or hirings. As with migration, all actions are planned and executed 
internally within the organisation or group of organisations. Coordina-
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tion efforts are limited, and standard project management tools may be 
sufficient. 

The multiple requirements of potential changes from disruptive 
processes do not fit the migration management or change management 
models. As described above, there is a predominant uncertainty in dis-
ruptive processes from their outset and it cannot be precisely estimated. 
Most important are the trends and impacts from the surrounding 
(eco)systems that can be either a stimulus for the disruptive process or 
vice versa (when innovation may have induced them). As with change 
management, the main focus should be on external impacts, but rather 
than reacting to the effects, it is more relevant to analyse, shape and 
steer trends from the external sources. 

Transition management may serve as a matching framework alt-
hough as a research topic, it is still new (Schneidewind & Scheck 2012)17. 
Transition management targets the demand for management approach-
es that fit accelerated innovation cycles. 

Frequent changes in technology that are initiated by innovation lead 
to and promote disruption. The fact that external impact is heavily in-
volved shows the demand for a new approach in management. As sug-
gested above, transition management goes beyond managing a trans-
formation of workflows; its main objective is not reacting to but actively 
shaping external trends and impact. 

4.3 Transition management 

To show that transition management is a suitable framework to manage 
a disruptive process in the music industry, this chapter analyses the 
summary by Schneidewind and Scheck (Schneidewind & Scheck 2012). 
After introducing the definition of the term "transition", the authors 
match the model to the music industry. 
 
 

                                                           
17 Schneidewind & Scheck are describing the deployment of transition research referring to recent 
changes in power economy. 
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4.3.1 Definition 

Based on research from the Netherlands (Schneidewind & Scheck 2012: 
45), the authors define transitions as a "radical [and] structural change 
of a social system". This change is the "consequence of co-evolutionary 
economical as well as cultural, technological, ecological and institutional 
trends on various levels" (Schneidewind & Scheck 2012: 47–48). 

4.3.2 Impact of co-evolutionary trends in the music industry 

Like any other industry, the music business is part of the social system. 
Although the work by Schneidewind and Scheck refers to the power 
industry and the radical changes it is going through, it is possible to 
transfer the term "transition" to the landscape of disruptive processes in 
the music industry. There are various types of trends that lead to, or 
have an impact on disruptive processes in the music industry: 

 Economic: If blockchain helps to increase revenue by im-
proved licensing processes then, as a consequence, there is 
a positive economic trend. It leads to advantages for the 
music industry. However, other internal changes like that of 
user behaviour, caused by Napster and others, led to a 
trend of devaluation of intellectual property (externally) 
which in turn promoted unlicensed and non-remunerated 
usage. 

 Cultural: In the 21st century, users have increasingly become 
producers and for the music industry, this meant the launch 
of do-it-yourself (DIY) artists. Recent articles described 
SoundCloud as a source of new genres (Caramanica 2017). 
In a reciprocal effect (co-evolution), the change of roles was 
fostered by economic changes like crowdfunding and by low 
prices for music and video production gear. 

 Technological: Every change in recording and distribution 
technology has been radical in the music industry. Although, 
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most technologies unleashed their most disruptive potential 
when their costs fell below the threshold that private users 
could afford. Evolutionary moments like these connect fi-
nancial and technological trends. 

 Ecological: The availability of resources to manufacture 
physical media was of marginal relevance only. With the 
dominance of servers, power consumption and the disposal 
of hardware though, an external trend with impact for the 
music industry may gain more traction. 

 Institutional: The evolution of CMOs and their representa-
tional power was and still is a potential source of institu-
tional trends. Creative Commons is another example which 
propelled a new perspective on intellectual property. More 
precisely, it is not the introduction of Creative Commons li-
cences that spawned an institutional trend. It is the impact 
of the existence of Creative Commons that led to its consid-
eration. In the USA and the European Community, this de-
veloped into a legal demand for CMOs to adopt other li-
cences and allow their members to register works under 
these licences. 

4.3.3 Levels hosting trends 

The description of transition research goes more into detail (Schneide-
wind & Scheck 2012: 48–49). The definition refers to "various levels" on 
which the evolutionary processes take place: 

 the socio-technical niche, 

 the socio-technical regime, 

 the socio-technical landscape. 
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In the music industry, the socio-technical niche hosts start-ups and 
incubators of innovations. The Fraunhofer Institute introduced the co-
dec of MP3 compression, whereas Blockchain is an innovation sourced 
from another market and developed by multiple start-ups like Ujo, 
Ethereum, BigchainDB and more. Again, this demonstrates the source of 
a disruptive impact can be external as most innovators and incubators 
are not necessarily part of the music industry. Some of today's dominant 
media corporations that shape the modern music and entertainment 
industry started off in other markets, e.g. Apple, Google, and Amazon. 

The socio-technical regime in music industry comprises CMOs, ma-
jor labels, major publishers, various industry trade associations18, and 
the legislative body. A system of rules built a framework that defined the 
market-power of these stakeholders. Transition research differentiates 
between normative, regulative, and cognitive rules and in this model the 
major players like the trade associations and corporations can define 
normative regulations, but the foundation for these are the legal regula-
tions. CMOs are regulated by law for example, and they define norma-
tive rules of licensing. Cognitive rules result from the perspective of 
groups of stakeholders and participants in the music industry. The dif-
ferent perception of "sharing" content escalated after the arrival of Nap-
ster (in 1998) grew from a trend that became more threatening as the 
technology evolved. The cognitive notion of intellectual property from 
the creators' perspective differed immensely compared to that of users. 
One consequence was tough legal action on certain copyright infringe-
ment cases, evidencing a deployment of normative rules supported by 
the regulatory level. 

The socio-technical landscape describes the third level and repre-
sents where the social system and all trends are embedded. This level 
includes the range of environmental influence, political developments 
and associated conditions. Trends and conditions within the socio-
technical landscape have in common that they are hardly controllable. 
                                                           
18 These include Bundesverband Musikindustrie e.V. (BVMI), Dachorganisation der Musikschaf-
fenden e.V. (DOMUS), and Verband unabhängiger Musikunternehmen e.V. (VUT) in Germany; 
examples worldwide include the International Federation of the Phonographic Industry (IFPI), the 
Featured Artists Coalition (FAC), The Worldwide Independent Network (WIN), and more. 
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One approach to enable at least some influence is lobbying by organisa-
tions, corporations, and associations. 

A recent example is the vote in favour of an exit of the United King-
dom from the European Community, more commonly labelled as Brexit. 
Its future impact still is uncertain and almost impossible to influence 
from within the music industry. The potential consequences for the Brit-
ish and the European music industry have been compiled by Laura 
Snapes (Snapes 2016), prior to the vote, and she underlines the signifi-
cance of this political decision for the music industry.  

4.3.4 Patterns of change 

The disruptive process has to be analysed based on the reciprocal im-
pacts of trends, rules, and perspectives across various levels within one 
industry and beyond. A full analysis has to come up with a high degree 
of complexity, as the few examples featured above do show. 

It is possible to reduce the complexity by identifying patterns of 
change in transition research (Schneidewind & Scheck 2012: 50). The 
summary of Schneidewind and Scheck refers to bottom-up, top-down, 
and hybrid models. There are indeed parallels with the types of disrup-
tive processes described by Christensen et al. (Christensen et al. 2015) 
such as the bottom-up pattern matching the low-end footholds disrup-
tion. However, a detailed analysis of the relationship between transition 
patterns and types of disruption is still missing. Patterns can often not 
be precisely identified as one or the other type.  

While Napster in 1998 certainly initiated a bottom-up model, it did 
not "dispossess" regime entities (Senges 2017b: 43) as the pattern im-
plies. If transition research is applied in the context of integration of 
blockchain in the music industry, the hybrid pattern becomes important. 
If the objective is to jointly secure a smooth transition from a block-
chain-less industry into one supported by blockchain architectures, any 
approach that offers a benefit for the majority of stakeholders demands 
a detailed investigation. Schneidewind and Scheck (Schneidewind & 
Scheck 2012: 50) refer to potential "symbiotic relations between regimes 
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[e.g. CMOs] and niche [e.g. innovators and start-ups]" which in an ideal 
world could pave the way for joint success. 

4.4 Opportunities 

Migration and change management, in particular, omit an option to 
shape the impact caused by processes from a macro environment. Tran-
sition management is supposed to shape "the direction and […] pace of 
transformational processes" (Schneidewind & Scheck 2012: 51). 

Blockchain is not just a concept for single players but one involving 
interactions. A transaction protocol based on blockchain may result in 
another layer on top of the internet protocol to handle any, financial 
and/or contractual transactions. As with the internet, its full effect is 
only realised when the disruptive process comes to an end, and when it 
reaches the mainstream so that it becomes ubiquitous and no longer 
perceptible. 

Licensing in music as well as in any other IP based industry is built 
on contracts and fees. It is a model that matches the concept of block-
chain perfectly. Nevertheless, implementation needs to be shaped and 
aligned for the industry, which is an enormous challenge that will re-
quire considerable effort. Transition management enables communities 
and markets to not just prepare for likely costs and required actions but 
also to allow for changes in social structures. In conjunction with agile 
methods and the tools described above, it is a promising framework. If 
research in transition management in any industry is successful, it can 
provide a useful template and guidance on how to cope with radical 
technological evolution. 

5 Conclusion 

With numerous industries investing heavily in evaluating and testing 
blockchain, it is safe to say that blockchain is on its way to establishing 
itself as a concept in tomorrow's technology – it is here to stay. It is un-
certain when, or in which form it will succeed. 

The likelihood of blockchain noticeably entering the market should 
alert stakeholders in the music industry to the need to prepare for the 



Blockchain in the music business 103 

new paradigm. It would be wrong to ignore blockchain, which even if it 
fails, provides an opportunity to cope with rising and possibly disruptive 
trends. 

Therefore, an approach towards blockchain in the music industry 
should include three tiers: 

 evaluating blockchain, 

 solving the metadata chaos, 

 drafting a guide on how to integrate new technologies. 

While the evaluation of blockchain focuses on feasibility and proof 
of concept studies for various cases, a joint effort to improve metadata 
workflows is crucial before applying blockchain or other technologies, 
and any results will need to be analysed iteratively. 

The premise for this is to build a framework based on transition re-
search and this should start by establishing a working group or 
roundtable to coordinate the transition. It is the most valuable goal for 
the groundwork of an infrastructure to mitigate obstacles and conflicts. 
While competition is healthy, economic battles and lengthy legal dis-
putes will only hurt the industry and more importantly, the creatives 
who are suffering most. 

The most prominent feature of blockchain is that it motivates 
stakeholders from all sides to discuss not just the technology but also 
more pressing issues like the metadata chaos. A joint approach is essen-
tial since any implementation of methods from transition management 
builds upon co-operative work: open infrastructures, application pro-
gramming interfaces (APIs), shared access and joint maintenance of 
standard data. Ironically, shared thinking presumably is the most suita-
ble way to grow the market. 

Beyond blockchain and the music industry, connecting transition re-
search to disruption leads to a challenging question: Is it possible to 
avoid the implied rupture? Even more, if disruption loses its threat by 
managing the transition, can rupture be turned into rapture over new 
opportunities? 



104 International Journal of Music Business Research, October 2018, vol. 7 no. 2 

6 References 

Agile Alliance (date unknown) "12 Principles Behind the Agile Manifesto". Available at: 
https://www.agilealliance.org/agile101/12-principles-behind-the-agile-manifesto/ (7 July 
2017) 

Allianz (2016) "Blockchain Technology Successfully Piloted by Allianz Risk Transfer and 
Nephila for Catastrophe Swap", press release, 15 June. Available at: 
https://www.allianz.com/en/press/news/commitment/sponsorship/160615-blockchain-
technology-successfully-piloted/ (6 August 2017) 

Beck, K., Beedle, M., Bennekum, A. v., Cockburn, A., Cunningham, W., Fowler, M., Mar-
tin, R. C., Mellor, S., Thomas, D., Grenning, J., Highsmith, J., Hunt, A., Jeffries, R., Kern, J., 
Marick, B., Schwaber, K. & Sutherland, J. (2001) "Manifesto for Agile Software Develop-
ment". Available at: https://www.agilealliance.org/agile101/the-agile-manifesto/ (06 
August 2017) 

Caramanica, J. (2017) "The Rowdy World of Rap's New Underground", The New York 
Times, 22 June, p. 00. Available at: 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/22/arts/music/soundcloud-rap-lil-pump-
smokepurrp-xxxtentacion.html (06 August 2017) 

Christensen, C. M., Raynor, M. E. & McDonald, R. (2015) "What is Disruptive Innova-
tion?", Harvard Business Review, December, pp. unknown, medium: on-line. Available 
at: https://hbr.org/2015/12/what-is-disruptive-innovation (06 August 2017) 

Collins, R. (2014) Wiki Management: A Revolutionary New Model for a Rapidly Changing 
and Collaborative World, American Management Association (AMACOM), New 
York/Atlanta. 

Eggerton, J. (2017) "BMI, ASCAP to Combine Music Databases", Broadcasting Cable, 26 
July, p. 00. Available at: http://www.broadcastingcable.com/news/washington/bmi-
ascap-combine-music-databases/167467 (27 July 2017) 

Healy, A. (2017) "Membran Entertainment Looking to Battle Bots with Blockchain", 
Geeks & Beats, 3 July, p. 00. Available at: 
http://www.geeksandbeats.com/2017/07/membran-entertainment-looking-battle-bots-
blockchain/ (6 August 2017) 

Litke, H.-D. (2004) Projektmanagement. Methoden, Techniken, Verhaltensweisen; Evolu-
tionäres Projektmanagement, 4th, revised and extended edition, Hanser, Mu-
nich/Vienna. 

McWaters, R. J., Bruno, G., Galaski, R. & Chatterjee, S. (ed. World Economic Forum) 
(2016) "The Future of Financial Infrastructure. An Ambitious Look at how Blockchain Can 
Reshape Financial Services. - An Industry Project of the Financial Services Community. 

https://www.agilealliance.org/agile101/12-principles-behind-the-agile-manifesto/
https://www.allianz.com/en/press/news/commitment/sponsorship/160615-blockchain-technology-successfully-piloted/
https://www.allianz.com/en/press/news/commitment/sponsorship/160615-blockchain-technology-successfully-piloted/
https://www.agilealliance.org/agile101/the-agile-manifesto/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/22/arts/music/soundcloud-rap-lil-pump-smokepurrp-xxxtentacion.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/22/arts/music/soundcloud-rap-lil-pump-smokepurrp-xxxtentacion.html
https://hbr.org/2015/12/what-is-disruptive-innovation
http://www.broadcastingcable.com/news/washington/bmi-ascap-combine-music-databases/167467
http://www.broadcastingcable.com/news/washington/bmi-ascap-combine-music-databases/167467
http://www.geeksandbeats.com/2017/07/membran-entertainment-looking-battle-bots-blockchain/
http://www.geeksandbeats.com/2017/07/membran-entertainment-looking-battle-bots-blockchain/


Blockchain in the music business 105 

Prepared in Collaboration with Deloitte", Future of Financial Services Series. Available at: 
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_future_of_financial_infrastructure.pdf (17 
March 2017) 

Mulligan, M. (2015) Awakening: The Music Industry in the Digital Age, Midia Research, 
London, Kindle Edition. 

Music Business Worldwide (2016a) "Barney Wragg Launches Blockchain Band Name 
Register for Music Biz", Music Business Worldwide, 19 October, p. 00. Available at: 
https://www.musicbusinessworldwide.com/barney-wragg-launches-blockchain-band-
name-register-for-music-biz/ (10 April 2017) 

Music Business Worldwide (2016b) "YouTube Strikes Deal with GEMA to Host Music 
Videos in Germany", Music Business Worldwide, 1 November, p. 00. Available at: 
https://www.musicbusinessworldwide.com/youtube-strikes-deal-gema-host-music-
videos-germany/ (5 August 2017) 

Oberhaus, D. (2017) "This DJ Has Released the First Full-Length Album Using the Ethere-
um Blockchain", Vice Motherboard, 7 July, p. 00. Available at: 
https://motherboard.vice.com/en_us/article/nevzbz/this-dj-has-released-the-first-full-
length-album-using-the-ethereum-blockchain (1 August 2017) 

Perez, Y. B. (2016) "Imogen Heap: Decentralising the Music Industry with Blockchain", 
Tech City News, issue 10, pp. 26–9, medium: on-line. Available at: 
http://techcitynews.com/wp-content/issues/2016/10/index.html (6 August 2017) 

Rogers, B. (2016) "The Dot Blockchain Music Project – 'Growing Up in Public with Your 
Pants Down'", dotBC Update #3, 11 August. Available at: 
https://medium.com/dotblockchainmusic/the-dot-blockchain-music-project-growing-
up-in-public-with-your-pants-down-93abf75a2727 (5 August 2017) 

Schneidewind, U. & Scheck, H. (2012): "Zur Transformation des Energiesektors – ein Blick 
aus der Perspektive der Transition-Forschung", in Smart Energy, eds H.-G. Servatius et 
al., Springer-Verlag, Berlin/Heidelberg, pp. 45–61, medium: on-line. Available at: 
http://content.schweitzer-
online.de/static/catalog_manager/live/media_files/representation/zd_std_orig__zd_sch
w_orig/012/725/757/9783642218194_content_pdf_1.pdf (6 August 2017) 

Schütte, J., Fridgen, G., Prinz, W., Rose, T., Urbach, N., Hoeren, T., Guggenberger, N., 
Welzel, C., Holly, S., Schulte, A., Sprenger, P., Schwede, C., Weimert, B., Otto, B., Dalhei-
mer, M., Harz, M. & Kreutzer, M. (2017): "Blockchain – Technologien, Forschungsfragen 
und Anwendungen", eds W. Prinz & A. Schulte, version 1.0, 20 March, Fraunhofer Gesell-
schaft, medium: e-mail. Available at: Steffen Holly s.holly@idmt.fraunhofer.de (13 April 
2017) 

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The_future_of_financial_infrastructure.pdf
https://www.musicbusinessworldwide.com/barney-wragg-launches-blockchain-band-name-register-for-music-biz/
https://www.musicbusinessworldwide.com/barney-wragg-launches-blockchain-band-name-register-for-music-biz/
https://www.musicbusinessworldwide.com/youtube-strikes-deal-gema-host-music-videos-germany/
https://www.musicbusinessworldwide.com/youtube-strikes-deal-gema-host-music-videos-germany/
https://motherboard.vice.com/en_us/article/nevzbz/this-dj-has-released-the-first-full-length-album-using-the-ethereum-blockchain
https://motherboard.vice.com/en_us/article/nevzbz/this-dj-has-released-the-first-full-length-album-using-the-ethereum-blockchain
http://techcitynews.com/wp-content/issues/2016/10/index.html
https://medium.com/dotblockchainmusic/the-dot-blockchain-music-project-growing-up-in-public-with-your-pants-down-93abf75a2727
https://medium.com/dotblockchainmusic/the-dot-blockchain-music-project-growing-up-in-public-with-your-pants-down-93abf75a2727
http://content.schweitzer-online.de/static/catalog_manager/live/media_files/representation/zd_std_orig__zd_schw_orig/012/725/757/9783642218194_content_pdf_1.pdf
http://content.schweitzer-online.de/static/catalog_manager/live/media_files/representation/zd_std_orig__zd_schw_orig/012/725/757/9783642218194_content_pdf_1.pdf
http://content.schweitzer-online.de/static/catalog_manager/live/media_files/representation/zd_std_orig__zd_schw_orig/012/725/757/9783642218194_content_pdf_1.pdf
mailto:s.holly@idmt.fraunhofer.de


106 International Journal of Music Business Research, October 2018, vol. 7 no. 2 

Senges, W. (2017a) "Blockchain Roundtable for Music Business Launched", Con-
tentSphere, 7 February, p. 00. Available at: 
https://www.contentsphere.de/2017/02/07/blockchain-roundtable-music-launched/ (6 
August 2017) 

Senges, W. (2017b) "Blockchain als Chance der Verwertungsgesellschaften", Jahrbuch für 
Musikwirtschafts- und Musikkulturforschung [JMMF], 1/2018: Big Data und Musik, pp. 
53–98, eds M. Ahlers, L. Grünewald-Schukalla, M. Lücke & M. Rauch, Springer VS. 

Silver, J. (2016) "Blockchain or the Chaingang? Challenges, Opportunities and Hype: The 
Music Industry and Blockchain Technologies", CREATe Working Paper 2016/05, London. 
Available at: https://zenodo.org/record/51326/files/CREATe-Working-Paper-2016-05.pdf 
(17 March 2017) 

Snapes, L. (2016) "The UK Leaving the EU Would Change the European Music Industry", 
Pitchfork, 13 June, p. 00. Available at: http://pitchfork.com/thepitch/1186-the-uk-
leaving-the-eu-would-change-the-european-music-industry/ (5 August 2017) 

https://www.contentsphere.de/2017/02/07/blockchain-roundtable-music-launched/
https://zenodo.org/record/51326/files/CREATe-Working-Paper-2016-05.pdf
http://pitchfork.com/thepitch/1186-the-uk-leaving-the-eu-would-change-the-european-music-industry/
http://pitchfork.com/thepitch/1186-the-uk-leaving-the-eu-would-change-the-european-music-industry/

