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Music Industry- 7 Deadly Sins 

It is not possible to have spent over 35 years in and around the worldwide music business and not have 

some fascinating tales to relate. These stories have been collected from a career that has included roles 

in Music Publishing and Recorded Music, with independent companies and majors and across 5 

continents. Some of these tales would be funny, some tragic, some perplexing and many totally 

unexpected. The one though that I quickly want to relate today, I would class as ironic. 

Picture this-I am deeply involved in a multibillion-dollar transaction, being negotiated in a boardroom 

room full of bankers and lawyers. We are in a beautiful boardroom of the 57th floor of a Manhattan New 

York building. The view is over the Hudson River with the Statue of Liberty off to the left, surrounded by 

mist. We are having a break in the discussions when 2 bankers attach themselves to me and exclaim; “it 

must be wonderful to work in an industry like Music where commission of the 7 deadly sins is 

considered necessary to career progression. A little taken aback, I chuckled and observed that I did not 

think that Pride, Greed, Lust, Envy, Gluttony, Wrath and Sloth were limited to my industry. They didn’t 

seem convinced. You may also see the irony that I noted. 

This recollection though did provide the backdrop for my presentation today. I want to share with you 

my observations from my time in music, particularly as they may apply to looking to the future. It was 

the Spanish scholar and philosopher, George Santayana who famously said “those who cannot learn 

from history are doomed to repeat it” 

Here are the 7 deadly sins that I have observed and, maybe even committed a few myself. These are 

offered in the hope that they may stand as beacons to cast some light on future music industry trends. 

Technophilia (or a love of technology) 

I am sure you all appreciate how exciting it is to work with a technology company. You hang out with 

THE smartest people in the world. You command immediate respect from your friends and neighbors. 

They write about you in Fast Company, your name is included with Zuckerberg, Jobs and the like. 

Basically, you’re cool. Enough said. It is a scenario that many have been seduced by. Let me be clear 

though, music companies are NOT technology companies. Let me give you a few examples: 

 First a positive introduction of technology.  My grey hair is indicative of the fact that I was 

around for and involved in the introduction of CDs to the market in the early 1980s. (I hope 

some of you remember them). The initiators behind the technology were Philips and Sony, 2 

giant global technology companies. The role of the music companies, mainly PolyGram, then 

part owned by Philips, was largely related to packaging design and convincing retailers, artists 

and media of the benefits. In fact, you may not aware that at the time, the US companies, 

primarily Warner, RCA and CBS, (which at that stage was not owned by Sony) were NOT 

supportive initially of the introduction of the new format. History shows that the successful 

introduction of CDs revitalized the music industry. To illustrate this, in 1982 when CDs were 

released, annual US recorded music sales had dropped to $US9b. By 1999, industry sales peaked 

at $US22b, almost all of which was made up by CDs. 

 To contrast this, let’s look at a few not so successful examples. If you don’t remember the CD 

introduction, you probably also won’t remember the early 90s attempts by various labels to 



establish alternative recorded music formats. Buoyed by the success of CDs, labels pushed the  

DCC (digital compact cassette) and the DAT (digital audio tape). If you don’t remember these 

formats, it may be as much to do with their lack of success as your age or memory.  You might 

perhaps remember Sony’s mini disk which did have some limited success.  

 Staying with the misadventures by the Music Companies, we can move into the digital age in  

the late 90s. You may recall the early online music services, again pioneered by the major labels 

such as CD Now, Pressplay and Get Music. All failed attempts largely funded by and driven by 

music companies wanting to play in the technology field! All failures. How much was lost in 

monetary terms would be measured in billions of dollars. How much was lost in goodwill with 

artist, consumers and law makers is unmeasurable. Contrast this with the efforts of Tech 

companies. I don’t need to tell you of the success of Apple, Amazon, Spotify and Google Play 

and the enterprise value creative by their success. 

  I do though want to tell you, what, in my opinion, has been the biggest mistake made by the 

music industry in the last 30 years and it is related to technology. Maybe it is a lesson for the 

future but if not, it will give us something to argue about later. It is not, as Strauss Zelnick 

recently claimed, the sale by BMG of Grand Theft Auto for about $US10m. It is about Napster. 

Not the well rehashed and slightly misleading tale about the music companies first attempt to 

shut down Napster. No, the BIGGEST mistake is the 2nd chapter to that story that has had little 

attention. Amid all the US lawsuits filed against Napster by the various rights holders, the 

company was acquired by the German media giant, Bertelsmann in 2002. The publicly stated 

intention was providing funding to convert Napster into a legitimate music sharing service. The 

various rightsholders were to be offered shares in the newly constituted company. However, 

instead of taking up the offer, the various industry players in the US decided to sue. The result 

was that Napster largely ceased to operate, so creating an enormous opportunity which Apple 

exploited. No shares were offered to the rightsholders and Apple created a multibillion-dollar 

business. It was not until 10 years later with Spotify that the rightsholders were able to 

negotiate shares in exchange for licensing. Sony music recently sold some of its Spotify shares 

giving a valuation of in excess of 1 billion USD. To put this in perspective, this amounts to more 

than a full year’s profit from their total worldwide operations including music publishing! 

 

Intellectual Narcissism (or the desire to over complicate things) 

 

I mentioned earlier about the perceived kudos that accrue from being written about in Fast Company. 

Probably second only to that, is the feeling of being one of the “smartest guys in the room”. Probably 

less so since that phrase was used to describe the scandals surrounding Enron. Regardless, I have 

experienced (and possibly even been tempted myself at times) usually in negotiations efforts to prove 

IQ and general superiority. 

 This usually manifests itself in brilliant “new” ideas. I am sure the record company lawyer, who 

first used packaging deductions thought it was a fabulous idea and was roundly congratulated 

by many. The consequences, however, were vast and continued to reverberate 50 years later. It 

meant different royalty rates for different versions of the same song, significantly complicating 



the accounting. It cased all sorts of legal complications when different formats with differing 

packaging were introduced. The result of this and many other similar actions was unreadable 

and almost unintelligible artist royalty statements. This led to a breakdown in trust with artists 

and a loss of faith by the public and legislators.  

 The whole issue of royalty accounting and income sharing is fraught. The past has clearly shown 

that sources of income will be increasingly diverse. I am sure new income streams will continue 

to develop. Surely an easy justification to adopt a readily understood system. 

 I am sure many of you will recall the various debates in the early years of downloads concerning 

piracy. It was undoubtably a cancer for all involved in music. Amid this the concept of “copy 

protection” was raised. Probably already suffering from Technophilia, the concept was readily 

picked up by many label executives. It seemed a great idea! It prevented consumers from 

making copies from CD’s, or maybe allowed 1 copy, or 2, or 3 or at least something like this. 

Many intellectual debates ensued in attempting to “rationalize” the proposed restrictions. 

Different companies had different approaches and even within companies, different rules were 

applied to individual releases. I am sure each with a well intellectualized reason, at least to 

some, but not to customers. The result… a complete failure and a raft of lawsuits and a loss of 

goodwill.  

 In contrast about the same time, Apple was introducing their Music Store. I vividly recall when I 

was at BMG, some heated discussions with Apple executives, including Steve Jobs, over pricing. 

We, at the label wanted multiple prices, because, of course, we had a sophisticated 

understanding of the economics of supply and demand. High demand songs would have high 

prices and those in lower demand would have lower prices. Apple wanted 1 price for all songs. 

History shows Apple won and the consumers loved the ease and simplicity of the store. The 

take up for the new store was extraordinary. Chalk up 1 for simplicity 

 

 

Customer Nonchalance 

 Little real knowledge of consumers 

 Traditionally media/retailers 

It is generally taken for granted that in any business, you must have a good understanding of your 

customer. It is self evidentially important that you know a lot about those whose needs and wants you 

are intending to meet and more importantly asking them to pay for.  Unfortunately for most of those 

involved in the music business, there has traditionally been little knowledge of, or interaction with 

customers or consumers. Ironically, probably the best examples of customer interaction in years past 

were through Record Clubs. Again, a bit of a memory test for many here today I am sure.  The very 

existence of these clubs (or direct marketing businesses as sometimes were called), depended on their 

knowledge of their customers. I spent much of my early career in the 80s and 90s, closing loss making 

Clubs in Australia, Brazil and The Netherlands among others. The result was, that by the time the digital 

era was upon us, largely all the customer centric expertise and knowledge that existed in record 

companies was gone. Remember, traditionally Record labels personal interactions and knowledge were 



with Retailers, Wholesalers and various media outlets, not with end consumers. It is noteworthy that 

Music Publishers, have even fewer customer interactions. 

As a result, the vast advertising budgets used to promote records were often spent with only a relatively 

superficial understanding of the audience. General demographics were guesstimates rather than 

actually known statistics. It probably gave truth to the notorious quote from John Wanamaker , the 

American retailer and pioneer of modern marketing, when he said in the late 1800s “half the money I 

spend on advertising is wasted. The trouble is I don’t know which half”.  

With the introduction of the online music stores, particularly Apple and Amazon, little emphasis was 

given to customer data when the commercial deals were struck between the music companies and the 

digital distributors. Music companies, at that stage, showed little interest in who owned the data or the 

customer. This may, in part, be attributed to their general lack of understanding and expertise of how to 

deal directly with customers and what the real value may have been. This may also, in part account for 

their previously mentioned failed efforts in digital distribution. Even if they had not soon realized their 

mistake, there has been no shortage of critiques from artists and their representatives as well as the 

commentariat to remind them of their gaffe! 

The last decade has seen much change with this, as labels particularly, are using both AI and also 

sophisticated data analytics in an attempt to get a closer knowledge of their customers, the music fans 

and buyers. Having largely given all the customer data to the download and streaming services such as 

Amazon and Apple in the past, there are many efforts underway to retrieve this. Artists as well as their 

labels want and probably need a closer understanding of their fans or customers and ideally this 

relationship should be direct i.e. not via an intermediary.  

Just recently Apple announced that their analytics tool “Apple Music for Artists” would be available for 

use by artists and their representatives. This gives a snapshot of streams, radio plays and other usage 

data on a global basis, down to city level. 

Such facilities are well overdue in terms of providing a 21st century experience to artist, writers and their 

representatives. The major problem is “who owns the data” and the lack of interoperability between the 

various Distribution services. I know that there are a number of companies working on this, so the we 

may be on the cusp of entering a 21st century information system! 

 

 

Size Addiction 

 Development of niches 

 Lower barriers to entry 

Or as some would say….size matters! For much of my working career, the often repeated mantra was 

about achieving scale. It was about being the biggest, both to drive down average costs but also to be 

better able to cope with the “gate keepers”. These included particularly the likes of MTV, major radio 

programmers and buyers from major retail outlets. Remember that at that time there were a limited 

number of media outlets. Success depended on being able to convince or perhaps coerce these vital 



near monopolists to support your songs or artists. It was also necessary to generate a profit to enable 

this investment. Sometimes a difficult task in a declining market. 

The result has been a continuous process of consolidation and acquisition, motivated, in part by needing 

to achieve these objectives but also the desire to be number 1. Some of these examples, I can personally 

attest to: 

 Firstly, let’s look at the recorded music business in the 80s and 90s as PolyGram acquired 

Motown, A&M and Island and others. PolyGram was subsequently acquired by MCA and today 

is the basis of the Universal, the largest music company in the world. At the same time, EMI 

acquired Virgin and Chrysalis but was relatively recently itself acquired by Universal with some 

operations going to Warner.  BMG added Arista in the 1980s and around 2000 acquired 

(somewhat reluctantly!) Jive/Zomba. Soon after Sony and BMG merged and not long after that, 

Bertelsmann withdrew from the joint venture and restarted a new BMG company. 

 The same trend can be seen in Music Publishing with Warner Music acquiring Chapel Music and 

Sony Music acquiring ATV in a number of transactions. EMI Music acquired SBK songs and 

Screen Gems only to later be acquired by Sony Music. 

 Even the ranks of Artist Managers exhibited the same trend. Live Nations, IMG and Red Light 

Management today represent over 500 artists each. Maverick and SB Management both also 

have more than 100 artist each. Such scale was unheard of 20 years ago. The great managers of 

past like Brian Epstein, Robert Stigwood and even Col Tom Parker only had a handful of artists 

each. 

During the past decade, however, things have changed. The “barriers to entry” have largely gone away. 

It no longer requires many hundreds of thousands of dollars to make a recording. There are innumerable 

media outlets and almost unlimited distribution opportunities through the various streaming outlets. 

The consolidation rationale is passé! Whilst there is no doubt that economies of scale exist and also it is 

an advantage to have scale to negotiate with distributors, the opportunities to niches have never been 

so great. Through today’s steaming services artists are able to garner audiences in often the most 

remote places. I was recently talking to a band manager in Sydney who was trying to work out how to 

get his band to Iceland. Why?, because through Spotify they had developed a significant cult following in 

Iceland, particularly in  Kopavogur. A city I had never heard of and had to google to find. Such 

occurrences are increasing in frequency and throw up new marketing challenges, but offer immense 

opportunities. These will become increasingly relevant particularly in light of the facilities offered 

through the various artist analytics tools mentioned previously. 

 

Global Fixation 

Beginning my music industry career in a relatively small and isolated market like Australia, in no way 

prepared me for the big wide world of music. My early postings in the 1980s to Rio de Janiero, 

Amsterdam and London opened my eyes to both the scope and diversity of music, music talent. More 

importantly though, I was able to observe at close quarters how different cultures and people went 

about solving what often were essentially similar problems in sometimes quite different ways. 



 To give you an example; I recall an instance in Japan in the mid-80s at a time when industry hit 

compilations (such as the Now series in the UK), were enjoying extraordinary success. At the 

time my company PolyGram, had interests in 3 different labels in Japan and we wanted them to 

work together to replicate the UK Now success in Japan. I made several trips to Tokyo to discuss 

with the each of the local CEOs how to put this together. I very helpfully (at least I thought), 

showed them examples of how the contracts worked, how the oversight was managed, even 

how the marketing was done. I achieved little progress. However, being persistent, I explained 

not so much the process but the outcome I was looking for to one of the CEOs. He asked if 

when he was next in London if he could make a presentation to the Global CEO about his 

thoughts. We agreed and he made a proposal about creating a hit compilation series with 

media and artist management company partners as well as our other 2 labels. We agreed, he 

had a successful series that sold millions of CDs. 

 The second aspect relating to Global process that I have observed relates to organizational 

dynamics. I have seen ups and downs in the business and as we have observed people and 

carriers come and go. There is, however one common theme I have observed that char 

 The second aspect of this global fixation relates to artists and artistry  

 All artists need a home. 

 Need for relevance/ focus on outcomes not process 

 

 

Business Indifference. 

I am sure we could easily start a debate right here and now about the concepts of business versus 

artistry. I would also be confident that the debate would be lively as it is one that I have both heard 

and been involved in many times.  

 Let me start by trying to give the discussion some historical context. In 1986, I was very 

closely involved in the cancelled attempt by what was then PolyGram, to list on the New 

York stock exchange. The listing was cancelled as the prospectus was filed on Friday 16th of 

October 1987, 3 days before “Black Monday” when the market crashed by 23% in one day. 

Today, the largest music company in the world is Universal which is largely made up of what 

was PolyGram. In 1987, the company was to be listed based upon a valuation of about $US 

1.2b. In the last or so, Tencent, the Chinese entertainment and technology giant has 

reportedly offer to purchase 10% of Universal Music from its current Vivendi. The quoted 

valuation for the company is $US 34b. This is an extraordinarily large sum in its own rite. 

Seem in an historical perspective, even more so. It indicates a consequent CAGR of over 

12%. The point to make is that that it is no longer Col Tom Parker selling Elvis masters to 

RCA for $40k. Today the deals are worth not millions, not tens of millions but hundreds of 

millions or even billions. The modern contemporary music business may well have been a 

cottage industry based on an art form in its formative years. Today though, it undoubtably is 

a business that requires and demands all the disciplines and professionalism of a business. 

 Don’t misunderstand me though, this business rightly is resolutely based on artistry and 

creativity. It is these elements on which the whole business is based. Without talented, and 



creative artists, writers and other creators all the business principles in world are useless! 

However, that is not an excuse for a lack of discipline in timeliness or budget. Many very 

talented writers, painters and other creators exist within these kinds of parameters. 

Musicians perhaps less often. Everything can be justified if you see it as part of the creative 

process. The most successful businesses and business leaders that I have even known 

and/or worked with understood intrinsically the need to integrate fundamental business 

propositions into the creative processes. I should say though it is not often that I have come 

across people who have this talent. 

 Let me finish this section by quoting a former boss and great mentor of mine. He said 

“passion” is the most overrated virtue in the music industry. I have witnessed on 

innumerable occasions it being used as a cover to mask or justify mediocre performances by 

artists but also executives. Don’t fall for this. 

 

Impatience (or show me the easy way) 

With such a simple description this might easily be confused with one of the “traditional” deadly sins. 

Not many music artists fame comes too late, let’s say after death. Perhaps Bach and Jeff Buckley may be 

exceptions. In most cases, the fame and resultant fortune and unfortunately often the subsequent fall 

occurs during the artist lifetime. In fact, many artist and composers enjoy fame during their lifetime and 

a great deal of effort is put into ensuring their legacy goes beyond their life. Artists like Elvis Presley and 

John Denver are good examples.  

Regardless of this though, I have over the years regularly been confronted by artists and their 

representatives who show immense impatience. They believe that they are at their artistic peak and 

that the world is eagerly anticipating their arrival. Unfortunately, the result almost always ends in tears 

and often litigation. The fact is though, the odds are more likely stacked to failure than success. Cruel 

but true. 

As I am sure most of you know, success in the music business is rare but often rewarding. It rarely also 

happens entirely by chance. Behind each success is often years of practice and often many failures. 

Resilience, hard work and persistence probably rate as highly as raw talent in looking at the factors 

influencing success. Let me offer a perspective. Every 4 years the Summer Olympics award about 300 

gold medals to athletes competing in the various events. This is about the same number of Platinum 

albums which the RIAA accredit in a 4 year period. There is often a great public awareness of the effort, 

talent and sacrifice needed to win an Olympic gold. There is also a public appreciation of how much 

professional support from coaches, trainers and advisors is  required. To succeed in Music needs similar 

dynamics. There is no easy way. 

 

So let me recap on what I have identified and experienced as the 7 deadly sins, either of commission or 

omission as they apply the music business: 

 Technophilia: Remember your core competency. Focus on finding and developing great 

musicians, writers and performers. Music companies are NOT technology companies. 



 Intellectual Narcissism: A key business principle that was drummed into me at an early stage in 

my career, was the KISS principle K I S S. Keep It Simple Stupid. Perhaps not so politically correct 

these days but nevertheless, still applicable. The best solutions are those easily understood, and 

easily communicated. In times on ongoing change, complicated strategies almost always fail. A 

simple strategy well executed always surpasses a complex strategy poorly executed. 

 Customer Nonchalance: In the long run, the fans and customers should become music’s biggest 

assets and supports. Ignore them at your peril. 

 Size Addiction: Whilst acknowledging there are benefits in scale, they may be outweighed by 

dominance or better prominence in niches. 

 Business Indifference: 

 Global Fixation: 

 Impatience: Take your time. Remember you usually only get 1 shot at fame. When yours comes, 

make sure you are ready, have prepared as well as possible and have the best available support. 

Even then though, it will likely require an immense amount of work, dedication and residence.  

In finalizing, I am not sue if you think that those traditional 7 deadly sins as depicted by Dante and 

captured by Chaucer in poetry are more less serious.  

 

 


