
MICROREPORT

MUSIC
2022

#TAKECREATIVECONTROL



1 2

Independent musicians, those who do not have a contract with a 
record label, are driving growth in the online music industry—but 
white men are disproportionately reaping the benefits. In 2020, 
the online revenues of independent creators increased 34.0% 
while revenues of established artists grew just 19.6%. Most of the 
indie income, however, ends up in the hands of whites and 
men: 68.5% of musicians earning revenue online are white, and 
63.6% are male. 

The story has played on a loop throughout American music 
history: women and artists of color are responsible for stunning 
innovations that change music across the globe while various 
(mostly white) executives and imitators cash in. Technology 
companies have claimed that online platforms would break 
this cycle and turn the music industry into a meritocracy. In our 
report, however, we find that indie musicians who post their 
music online face the same barriers and disadvantages that 
their mainstream counterparts have battled for decades.

By comparing shares of the overall population, we find that 
income-earning online music creators are 82% more likely to
be male than female. There are large racial gaps as well:   
income earners are 92% more likely to be white than Hispanic, 
135% more likely to be white than Asian, and 14% more likely to 
be white than Black.
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BACKGROUND
The internet has allowed musicians to bypass record labels 
entirely by posting their music on a growing array of platforms, 
selling merchandise directly to fans, and even seeking 
subscribers through Patreon. Optimism that this new music 
ecosystem would lead to democratization, equality, and 
economic sustainability for artists has quickly dwindled, however. 
As with most online creator economies, a few giant companies 
now dominate the market and leave creators with little choice 
but to accept paltry earnings—reportedly about $0.0033 per 
stream, in the case of Spotify.

Nearly all independent online artists earn less than $1000 per 
year, if they earn any income at all. However, focusing on income 
averages risks missing the forest for the trees. Behind the 1.8 
million people who earned income posting music online in 
2020, there are countless fans, important contributions to 
American culture, and, certainly, many stars in the making.

BY THE NUMBERS
• Most of the music on online platforms comes from independent 

artists: online music creators released eight times more tracks 
than major music labels.

• Growth of online revenue is driven by indie music: independent 
artist revenue was up 34.0% in 2020 compared to 19.6% for 
established artists.

• Most independent online musicians do not earn income: 4.1 
million people posted music online in 2020, but less than 1.8 
million earned any income from doing so. 

• On average, online earnings are modest: earnings average 
$607 per musician.

• The online music industry suffers from the same gender and 
racial gaps as the American economy at-large: 68.5% of 
musicians earning revenue online are white, and 63.6% are male.

• Income-earning online music creators are 82% more likely to be 
male than female.

• Income-earning online music creators are 92% more likely to be 
white than Hispanic, 135% more likely to be white than Asian, and 
14% more likely to be white than Black.
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TAKE ACTION
The online creator economy shows great promise. However, it 
is far from perfect and, in many ways, continues to suffer from 
systemic racism, sexism, and classism. As the online creator 
community grows, it is important that we continue to fight for 
equal pay, fair working conditions, and inclusive and accepting 
environments for all creators. Our toolkits will help creators 
stay active and up-to-date on the policies moving through 
Washington, while also providing information on the essential 
legal considerations to ensure that creators are protected and 
compensated. To download, please visit 
https://takecreativecontrol.org/Creator-Report-2022

OBSTACLES TO EQUALITY & 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR PROGRESS
People of color and women face many of the same barriers in 
the online music industry as they do in the rest of the American 
economy. The wealth gap determines who has the financial 
freedom to chase their dreams. Systematic biases—in the form 
of algorithms online—ensure that white men get the lion’s share 
of opportunities. Concentration and monopolies take away 
creators’ leverage. The list goes on.

Addressing these barriers requires dismantling systemic racism 
nationwide. However, there are steps that artists can take to 
protect themselves and maximize their opportunities to earn a 
living from music. Take Creative Control advises artists of their 
intellectual property rights, so that when record labels come 
calling they won’t be exploited. The Music Modernization Act 
made changes to how royalties are distributed with the goal 
of making the process more fair and efficient for musicians. 
The Federal Trade Commission is even studying how artificial 
intelligence could be used to counteract inequalities and other 
harms online—algorithms to fix the algorithms, essentially.


