
How to Make
a Living
from Music
Third Edition 
By David Stopps



By David Stopps

a Living from 
Make
How to

Music



In 2007 WIPO published the first edition of How To Make 

a Living from Music, which aimed to provide anyone 

interested in becoming a part-time or full-time professional 

in the music industry with a basic understanding of how the 

industry works and an explanation of the building blocks for 

a successful career. In 2014 an expanded second edition was 

published, encompassing the global developments in the 

digital dissemination of music and explaining how to navigate 

the revolutionary new landscape that was emerging.

Now WIPO has published the third edition, which explains 

the exciting new tools available for building a fanbase and 

the best way for musicians to manage the important business 

side of their careers, the side that enables them to make a 

living from their art.

Never before have there been so many opportunities 

for music authors (songwriters, composers, arrangers 

and lyricists) and music performers (singers and musical 

instrument players) to have their music heard on global 

platforms. The diagram below shows the possible trajectory 

of a musician, from playing their instrument at home and 

performing for family and friends, to becoming a successful 

artist who can sell perhaps 500 or more tickets for a live 

performance and be streamed a few million times.

Source: CMUinsights.com

Music career phases



1  It all starts with the music. A music performer will need to 
practise their musical skills constantly. Music authors will 
need to try to develop original songs and compositions 
which will appeal to the public. 

2  At the start of their careers, aspiring musicians will need to 
do everything themselves, which we call the ‘Do It Yourself’ 
(DIY) phase, as seen in the diagram. This will usually be 
a combination of live work and digital activity, which will 
remain a constant throughout any music career, no matter 
what level is reached.

3  As their musical and live-performance skills develop, the 
DIY artist needs to make recordings and work hard to 
develop a fanbase. Once some good recordings have been 
created it will be necessary to engage a digital distributor 
and join the relevant collective management organisations.

4  The next phase involves engaging business partners, the 
first of whom is usually a manager who will look after the 
business side of the artist’s career and find opportunities 
that the artist may not have found on their own. The 
manager also frees up the artist to concentrate on their 
musical development rather than the administration of the 
business.

5  With greater success and an expanding fanbase more 
business partners can be engaged, including a booking 
agent for live work and possibly a music publisher and 
phonogram producer (record company), who may be able 
to bring broader and more effective marketing campaigns 
to the table. Accountants and lawyers will also need to be 
engaged in this phase.

HERE ARE SOME OF THE  

CAREER-BUILDING PROCESSES 

EXPLAINED IN THE BOOK:



Very few artists will become superstars like Rihanna, Ed Sheeran, 
Drake, Andrea Bocelli and Taylor Swift, who would sit at the 
far right of the diagram, but if an artist can get to the middle 
‘businees phase’ of this journey they should be able to make a 
full-time living from music. It will involve a combination of live 
work, constantly creating digital content such as memes, videos 
and photographs and engaging with fans through social media 
and other digital platforms.

The third edition of How to Make a Living from Music explains 
this journey and the many other ways to create income and an 
ever-growing fanbase. In fact, some say it isn’t really the ‘music 
business’ anymore but is rather the ‘fanbase-building business’.

The music business was the first to be disrupted by the digital 
revolution and has been the first to recover. Many other 
industries need to take a long hard look at the journey the music 
industry has been on since the launch of Napster in 1999, as there 
are many lessons to be learned. As the graph below shows, as 
soon as the music industry embraced Spotify’s legal streaming 
model and gave up trying to hold back the tide of ubiquitous 
illegal free music, the industry moved into recovery. In 2021 the 
recorded music industry achieved its highest income level since 
1999 and will certainly go on to even greater heights in future 
years. This journey is discussed in more detail in the third edition.

The 21st century fall and rise of the  
global recorded music industry
Global recorded music industry revenues 2001 – 2020 (US$ Billions)

Source: IFPI



1  WHERE THE MONEY COMES FROM  

An overview of the income streams in the music  

industry and how to maximise them.

2  BUILDING A TEAM 

How to engage with various business partners to  

expand the fanbase and to maximise income.

3  A SHORT HISTORY OF THE MUSIC BUSINESS 

A history of the music business starting from 2000 BC  

(the time of the earliest discovery of musical notation, 

found on a cuneiform tablet in Iraq), to the present day.

4  COPYRIGHT AND RELATED RIGHTS 

An explanation of the principles of copyright and  

how national copyright laws are informed by the 

international treaties.

5  PIRACY AND HOW TO STOP IT 

How governments and the industry are tackling the 

problem of music being accessed illegally. According 

to the IFPI (International Federation of the Phonographic 

Industry), in 2021 30% of all music accessed globally  

was not being paid for.

6  THE VALUE GAP AND SAFE HARBOR 

How some digital platforms are using Safe Harbor 

legislation to avoid copyright litigation from rights holders, 

which reduces the copyright holders’ negotiating position 

and results in low rates for music use.

THESE ARE THE MAIN CHAPTERS  

IN THE NEW EDITION:



7  COLLECTIVE MANAGEMENT AND COLLECTIVE 

MANAGEMENT ORGANISATIONS (CMOs) 

An overview of collective management and how important  

it is for creators to register their music correctly.

8  ARTIST MANAGEMENT 

How to find the right manager, and how good 

management can lead to opportunities that develop  

an artist’s career.

9  BAND AGREEMENTS 

If the artist is a band it is important to establish the rules 

of operation, including such issues as who owns the band 

name and what happens if a member leaves.

10  BECOMING AN INDEPENDENT PHONOGRAM  

PRODUCER AND ENGAGING A DISTRIBUTOR 

The importance of setting up a business properly and 

engaging the right digital distributor who can place the 

artist’s music on multiple digital platforms worldwide.

11  ARTIST FINANCING – CROWDFUNDING 

Ways of financing the artist’s activities, particularly in the 

early stages of their career, including crowdfunding and 

fan subscription services.

12  SIGNING TO A PHONOGRAM PRODUCER 

The pros and cons of signing a recording agreement with 

a third party phonogram producer and the importance of 

understanding the terms of such agreements.

13  STUDIO PRODUCER AGREEMENTS  

RECORDING, MIXING, SAMPLING AND MASTERING 

Understanding the role of the studio producer and  

the recording processes required to achieve the  

best possible result.



14  MUSIC PUBLISHING 

The role of music publishers and how they can add value  

to a music author’s career by creating new opportunities,  

as well as understanding the terms and structures of 

publishing agreements.

15  STREAMING LICENSING AND STREAMING 

ROYALTIES 

How the audio-streaming model is fundamentally different 

from previous models, being based on revenue share 

rather than a price-per-track. This chapter also explains 

how streaming works and how to influence the streaming 

platform algorithms.

16  MUSIC IN FILM, TELEVISION, ADVERTISING  

AND VIDEO GAMES 

How to get placements in audio-visual productions  

and the principal of ‘Most Favored Nation’ when agreeing  

a licensing fee.

17  SPONSORSHIP AND BRANDING 

How brands are increasingly realising the importance 

of music in their campaigns, and how to navigate such 

arrangements.

18  LIVE WORK AND TOURING 

How to produce great live performances which will expand 

the fanbase and make money in the process. This chapter 

also covers the challenges of international touring.

19  MERCHANDISING 

How to maximise income from the sale of T-shirts, physical 

sound carriers, hats and other items bearing the artist’s 

name, both online and at live events.



20  BUILDING A FANBASE 

DIGITAL MARKETING AND SOCIAL MEDIA 

How to increase the fanbase by constantly producing  

new digital content, and engaging fans via email, the  

artist’s website, social media, streaming services and  

other digital platforms.

21  MUSIC CITIES AND MUSIC EDUCATION,  

MUSIC THERAPY AND MUSIC TOURISM 

Building a sustainable music community in towns and 

cities, the importance of providing musical education and 

unleashing the power of music as medical therapy.  

This chapter also explains how festivals and other music 

events can be a driver to boost tourism.

22  GLOSSARY 
A comprehensive glossary of music business terminology, 

key organisations and music related concepts which those 

new to the music business have found particularly useful.

23  CASE STUDY 
The astronomical rise of Lil Nas X, from rapping and  

producing music in his bedroom to breaking the record for  

time spent at No. 1 in the US charts (19 weeks) and 

creating a recording that has sold more than any other 

recording in music history. With his internet-savvy 

approach, he achieved this over a period of just 18 months.

  In addition to all the above, there is another case study of  

a fictitious band ‘The Sabre-Toothed Tigers’, an example  

of an artist management agreement and suggestions for  

further reading.
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This important training tool  

is written by David Stopps,  

who has many years  

experience as an artist manager,  

a music promoter and a Director of  

CMO ‘Phonographic Performance Ltd’ (PPL)  

which is the second-largest  

CMO in the world for  

performers and phonogram producers.
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