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ABSTRACT
Title of Thesis: A Comprehensive Digital Marketing Strategy Guide For Independent Musicians
William E. Hilburn, Master of Science/Digital Marketing, 2025

Thesis Directed by: Andrew Smith, Associate Professor, Communications

Creating and implementing a sound digital marketing strategy is a crucial element to consider as
an independent musician. In this thesis report and the strategy guide that follows, a number of
current digital marketing strategies are discussed at length. The strategies that are discussed in
this report and within the strategy guide have been gleaned through semi-structured qualitative
interviews with two separate up-and-coming music artists. The information shared by these case
studies has been documented and synthesised into this report, as well as, into a comprehensive
strategy guide that has been written to aid fledgling music artists in their digital marketing
endeavors.
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Introduction

What does it take to make it as an independent musician in today’s complex marketplace?
There are many more facets to consider other than the music itself. Modern DIY musicians must
come to the market with an entrepreneurial mindset, and they must be willing to exploit every
possible opportunity that presents itself (Murphy 3). In the modern digital era, there has never
been a better time to find opportunities as an independent musician. The power structures of the
past have given way to new models of success, where the artist is at the center of the equation,
and not the record labels of the past (Jarvekiilg 1; Wares 37). In today’s climate, artists can build
a fanbase with greater ease than at any other time in history. The internet and social media
platforms now facilitate direct-to-fan relationships and sales; these opportunities are relatively
affordable, and more often, they are completely free (Aum 1). These opportunities place greater
power in the hands of independent musicians in the form of self-promotion (Suhr 133). Now, the
obstacles that artists face are less about financial capital, and more about social capital. Despite
the relative ease of access to these opportunities, it is important to note that managing them
presents a whole host of other challenges that artists must face, including content creation,
managing a content calendar, and keeping up with analytics, just to name a few (Wares 37; White
335).

In the modern DIY ecosystem, digital marketing is amongst the most important elements
that artists must manage. Often, fledgling musicians attempt to navigate this obscurity with a
single flashlight, seeing only a few feet at a time, and they often just feel their way through it.
This fact, in and of itself, is the reason for my research here. In the report that follows, and in the

supporting documents, I will present independent artists with a step-by-step guide to navigating



the modern DIY landscape, with a digital marketing strategy guide that will hopefully shed more
light on the situation. More specifically, my intention for this project is to answer the following
question: in terms of digital marketing, what steps can an independent artist take in order to go
from zero fans to 10,000 fans, with a relatively small budget for paid advertising? The answer to
this question will be a multi-faceted one. One that will include the music itself, but seemingly
more important, it will include a complex web of digital marketing elements that will intertwine
in order to create a solid foundation for the artist’s brand to rest upon.

The music industry has changed in a number of ways over the past three decades. Now,
more than ever, independent artists are able to build successful careers without the burdens of
traditional models, such as major label contracts. With the advent and proliferation of social
media and streaming platforms, DIY musicians have direct access to expansive and niche
audiences (Wares 37). By creatively and strategically engaging these audiences through social
media posts and direct interactions, independent musicians can drive record sales and streaming
numbers without the need of outside assistance. For obvious reasons, these opportunities have
the potential to change the lives of countless indie artists across the globe. However, this
democratization of the music industry also presents obstacles that artists must surmount (Jones
2). With so many tools at their fingertips, indie artists must attempt to learn a variety of skills in
order to effectively target and engage their audience, whilst maintaining brand identity and
artistic integrity.

This essay, and all supporting documents, have been created in an attempt to bridge one
of the major gaps that all artists must traverse in today's complex music business: digital
marketing strategy and implementation. In the following pages, artists will become familiar with

current academic research on the topics of digital marketing, social media marketing, streaming,



crowdfunding, and the emerging role of A.I. in the modern landscape. With a well-rounded
understanding of the current literature on the topic of digital marketing within the music industry,
independent artists will become empowered to take action towards managing all of the elements
that coalesce into a cohesive and sound digital marketing strategy. This will hopefully bring
artists one step closer to achieving success within the indie music scene.

The academic sources reviewed in this paper are just one part of the overall equation.
Case studies and qualitative data will also serve as a basis for informing the strategy guide and

will hopefully serve as inspiration for up-and-coming music artists.

Literature Review

Independent musicians make up nearly forty percent of the music industry. In 2018 alone,
independent artists generated nearly seven billion dollars “of the 17.3-billion dollar global
recorded music industry” (Murphy). These statistics highlight the importance of independent
artists within the greater music industry, yet most independent artists are left to navigate the
complexities of music industry success on their own. In this literature review, and the report that
follows, the importance of a multifaceted digital marketing strategy for independent artists will
be discussed at length. To begin, the following section will call attention to academic journal
articles that explore the significance of digital marketing strategies in the world of business and
entrepreneurship. These peer-reviewed journals have each utilized varying methodologies,
including qualitative and quantitative approaches; however, in general, each of them attempt to
answer one common question: what role does digital marketing play in business and commercial

success?



The Importance of Digital Marketing

An essay called “Digital Marketing Strategy for Creative Startups: Case Study,” written
by Mardi Hartanto Tjong and Maria Imelda Novita Susiang, explores the role that digital
marketing plays in the success of creative startups. The researchers use a qualitative
methodology to delve into four key marketing strategies, and their effects on success in creative
industries. Of the many digital marketing elements that challenge small businesses, this essay
centers on social media marketing, content marketing, search engine optimization (SEO), and
influencer marketing. The essay “...employs a qualitative case study design to explore the digital
marketing strategies used by...” five creative startups (Tjong 3). The authors admit that such a
small sampling does limit the research; however, some key insights were gained from their work.
According to the literature, social media marketing is the most common marketing practice,
followed closely by content marketing and SEO. The findings also indicate that about 50% of
their sample employs influencer marketing specifically to expand their online presence. And
though less common, those startups who included influencer marketing in their strategy saw
more than 50% of those marketing efforts result in purchases (Tjong 5). “This suggests that
successful digital marketing strategies for startups must include a combination of social media
presence and content optimization” (Tjong 7).

Another study, released by the Journal of World Science, titled “Increasing Business
Effectiveness Through The Implementation Of An Integrated Digital Marketing Strategy,”
written by Sayudin et al. supports the notion that a diverse digital marketing strategy is key to
business success. In this mixed methodological study, the authors found that, “Implementing an

integrated digital marketing strategy is not only a necessity but can also provide significant



benefits for the business” (Sayudin 1910) . The article concludes by stating that ““...companies
that aspire to succeed in this digital era are advised to design and implement integrated plans
carefully, ensuring alignment and coordination between various digital channels to achieve
optimal results” (Sayudin 1912).

To further highlight the importance of implementing a multifaceted digital marketing
strategy, YachouAityassine et al. published a quantitative study that focused specifically on how
digital marketing “...effects...customer satisfaction, engagement, and loyalty...” and in turn, they
explore how these key metrics play a role in business success (YachouAityassine 45) . According
to their data, all three of these metrics are positively affected by digital marketing efforts, and in
turn, all three of these metrics have a significant positive impact on business success.
“Additionally, customer loyalty has the greatest effect on organizational outcomes, followed by
customer satisfaction and customer loyalty” (YachouAityassine 45) . In conclusion, the authors
recommend that digital marketers place focus on developing strategies that stimulate audience
engagement, and loyalty to their brand. These metrics will positively affect business outcomes
(YachouAityassine).

With even more specificity, Asif Igbal et al. looks at the importance of a digital marketing
strategy on consumer purchase decisions and brand awareness. In this article, which utilized a
structured survey of more than 200 respondents, the authors found that digital marketers who
implemented a strategy that placed focus on social media and content marketing, as well as email
marketing, showed a positive impact on brand awareness. As a result, this positive impact on
brand awareness led to an increase in customer’s willingness to purchase products from the
brand, as well as an increase in customer loyalty. According to the research, “Social media

platforms also facilitate the creation of user-generated content and shareability, which can
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promote recommendations and word-of-mouth referrals, thus amplifying brand awareness and
improving brand reputation” (Igbal 137). In terms of content marketing, the authors state that
marketers who created useful and informative content were more likely to be considered
trustworthy and professional by potential customers. In addition, “Some content can also be very
effective in creating story and emotional connection with the audience...establishing brand
recognition and loyalty” (Igbal 138). In relation to email marketing, the authors discovered two
key insights. “Through personalization, consistent communication, and visual branding
businesses can leverage email marketing campaigns to increase brand visibility, recognition, and
recall among their target audience” (Igbal 139).

Based upon the above mentioned articles, it is apparent that an effective digital marketing
strategy can positively affect the metrics used to determine business success. And though this is
important to consider, it does not factor in the experience and price of producing and employing
said strategies. In many cases, creative startups and independent artists are left to create and
implement a digital marketing strategy on their own. This fact presents another angle that must
be considered. How are independent artists, with minimal budgets, going to draft and implement
a truly cohesive digital marketing strategy without all of the expertise? And further, to what
degree should artists consider audience opinions when drafting their work, and its marketability?

A 2023 article published in the Creative Industries Journal, titled “It’s Almost A
Full-Time Job Just Marketing Your Own Book: Understanding Novelists Marketing Knowledge
and Practices,” written by Burgess et al., explores the ins and outs of 17 independent novelists in
terms of managing an effective digital marketing strategy. In terms of how their writings fit into
their marketing equation, almost half of the respondents expressed that elements of their

writings, such as characters and story arcs, were useful tools in their marketing efforts. Further,
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thirteen of the respondents expressed that they would even be willing to allow for audience
opinions, and interactions, to shape their works. This sort of tailor-made writing shows how the
creator-audience relationship can color future works. However, on the other side of the coin,
several other authors described their writings as completely separate from the business side of
the equation. These authors suggested that they had too intimate a relationship with their writing
to include them in their marketing strategies (Burgess 330). It appears then that there is mixed
sentiment regarding the audience’s role in the creative process. Most importantly, regardless of
opinion, finding creative ways to engage a target audience is critical to a sound digital marketing
strategy.

Whereas digital marketing, outside of the creative space, might be an all-in endeavor, the
Jacqueline Burgess article illustrates how creative individuals must walk a fine line between the
commercial side of the equation and the creative side. How much should artists allow their
audience and marketing efforts affect their art? Ultimately, if the goal of an artist is to gain
fandom and marketability, then the audience should play some role in the creative process. A
particular audience, and the analytics they can provide, can shed insight into the mainstream
zeitgeist. In this case, the audience begins to reveal the wisdom of the crowd, notions that can

only be revealed by looking outside of the self.

Digital Marketing & The Music Industry

In a 2020 publication by the International Journal of Music Business Research, Dr. Shane

Murphy takes an autoethnographic approach to understanding the role of digital marketing in the

lives of independent musicians. Dr. Murphy begins by highlighting the importance of the
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independent sector within the greater music industry. According to his sources, independent
artists make up nearly 40 percent of the overall music industry. This equates to almost 7 billion
dollars in 2018 alone. This key insight reveals that independent artists have tremendous value to
the global economy. Dr. Murphy continues by exploring some of the challenges faced by
independent musicians today. He states that, “There are increasing demands on independent
musicians beyond their instrumental and musical ability” (Murphy). One of the author’s sources
found that limited access to financial capital, as well as a lack of marketing knowledge has
hindered many artists from finding success within the music industry. Further, Dr. Murphy states
that,
The responsibility for the independent musician striving to be commercially successful
with a limited budget, therefore, requires them to shift seamlessly between the role of a
creative artist, musician, recording engineer, A & R manager, producer, record label, web
designer, photographer, music video producer, graphic artist, artist manager, accountant,

and marketer to name a few. (Murphy)

All of these roles must be taken seriously in order to, “...demonstrate some indicators of
success or market readiness” (Murphy). In an attempt to balance the equation, Dr. Murphy offers
key insights into what makes today’s DIY landscape so beneficial to independent musicians.
First, he highlights that advances in technology have opened doors for musicians in the modern
era. Advanced professional-grade recording equipment is now easily accessible, and countless
artists have achieved industry quality recordings from the comforts of their own home studios.
Further, he mentions the ease of access to digital marketing tools and analytics on streaming

platforms, such as Spotify, and social media platforms, such as Facebook. He continues by
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stating the importance of crowdfunding as a means to gain access to financial capital by
preselling merchandise directly to an engaged audience. Ultimately, however, independent artists
must know when their limits have been stretched too far. In most cases, outside assistance, in the
form of intermediaries, must be utilized. Sometimes, it is not possible to bring on intermediaries,
and in this case, Dr. Murphy suggests that aspiring musicians broaden their strategies to include
expertise from various fields, including digital marketing and various other relevant skillsets
(Murphy).

The literature reviewed in the above paragraphs have all supported the notion that digital
marketing is essential to positive business outcomes. Factors such as social media marketing,
content marketing, search engine optimization (SEO), and influencer marketing all play a role in
brand awareness, as well as, audience engagement and loyalty (Sayudin 1911; Tjong 1;
YachouAityassine 50). In addition, the notions of user-generated content and environments of
co-creation with fans can create brand loyalty, and ultimately, sales (Igbal 137; Murphy).
Collectively, the above sources bring to light the importance of digital marketing, as well as
various other skills that are necessary to achieve market readiness, and in many cases, it is
necessary for independent artists to consult outside expertise, or to gain some level of education
in the various aspects of digital marketing and audio production in order to achieve success in the

DIY space (Murphy).

Key Elements of Digital Marketing

The following section of the literature review will bring even greater focus on five key

elements of digital marketing that can be instrumental in artists’ ability to find success within the
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music industry: social media marketing, TikTok marketing, crowdfunding, music streaming, and
Al Independent artists who find ways to master these elements of digital marketing will be more
likely to achieve increased audience engagement, greater brand recognition, and heightened

customer loyalty (Deng 1).

Social Media Marketing

A recent peer-reviewed journal released by the Journal of Internet Commerce, titled
“Social Media Sentiment Analysis to Predict Market Trends in the Creative Industry,” discusses
the integral relationship between sentiment on social media platforms and business success. The
term “sentiment” is used to describe positive, negative, and neutral emotions expressed on social
media towards social media content (Purwati 37). The authors of the article implemented a
natural language processing model to categorize social media comments into categories of
positive, negative, and neutral sentiment categories. The authors then used machine learning to
find correlations between sentiment and business performance. What they discovered comes as
no surprise; “Positive sentiment, particularly on platforms like Instagram and TikTok, correlates
with increased sales and consumer interest, while negative or neutral sentiment corresponds with
weaker market performance” (Purwati 41). In addition, the authors found that each social media
platform has differing levels of positive, negative, and neutral sentiment. For example, the article
reveals that, in general, TikTok has a higher level of positive sentiment (at 70%), followed
closely by Instagram (at 65%), and then Twitter (at 55%). All three platforms shared equal
amounts of negative sentiment (at 15%), whereas TikTok had the least amount of neutral

sentiment (at 15%), followed by Instagram (at 20%) and Twitter (at 30%). Further, the authors
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uncovered sales increases on all three platforms, with Instagram leading the way (Purwati 39).
To add greater balance to their essay, the authors used a case study that further supports their
findings.
The brand’s Instagram posts generated 70% positive sentiment, and within one month of
the campaign, the sales of the brand’s new collection grew by 20%. The posts that
garnered the most engagement had a high proportion of positive sentiment, reinforcing
the idea that favorable social media sentiment directly influences sales performance in the
creative industries. This case study supports the broader trend observed across all data.
(Purwati 40)
The key take away here for independent artists is straight forward. Inspiring positive sentiment
from one’s audience will increase their market effectiveness. In addition, it would be beneficial
to focus content marketing efforts towards platforms such as Instagram and TikTok, simply
because the culture on these platforms tends to be more positive in nature.
How might an independent artist inspire said positive sentiment from their audience?
There are several considerations to factor into the equation; however, an essay published this
year called “Impression Management Through Social Media: Impact on the Market Performance
of Musicians’ Human Brands,” written by Porto et al., explores the importance of impression
management. Impression management is a critical element in achieving positive sentiment from
an audience. According to the article, “Human brands [must] undertake impression management
activities, which consist of strategically controlling, selecting and displaying information to
present themselves positively to the audience” (Porto 346). In order to accomplish this,
marketing strategists should consider four key subcategories of impression management that can

be useful in creating engaging content that is likely to generate some form of positive sentiment.
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Self-promotion, ingratiation, exemplification, and supplication are all potentially useful tactics
for any marketing professional seeking to connect with an audience. Self-promotion is defined
by the authors as, “Engaging in behaviors (e.g. demonstrating your accomplishments or
highlighting your skills) so that one sees you as a competent person” (Porto 351). Whereas
ingratiation is defined as “Engaging in behaviors [such as] complimenting or singling someone
out to make the person see [one’s self] as an attractive or likable person” (Porto 351). Two
examples of ingratiating content are taking photos with fellow artists, and taking “Photos [or
videos] without professional resources, such as ‘selfies’, photos with fans, showing attention or
affection, or relaxation with the public” (Porto 350). The third subcategory of impression
management to consider is exemplification. Content of this type would consist of establishing
one’s self as a leader, such as “Appearing as a model to be followed (or imitated), demonstrating
that you have moral virtues [e.g. disciplined, professional, honest, charitable]” (Porto 351). In the
fourth element of impression management, supplication, marketers show to their audience a
sense of vulnerability, limitation, or need (Porto 351). Beyond simply defining these categories,
the authors go on to produce findings for musicians in each of the categories. According to
researchers, self-promotion yielded the best results in terms of procuring future show dates.
Ingratiation-related content did prove to grow artists’ popularity; however, it also adversely
affected artists’ music sales. In terms of the category of exemplification, the outcomes were
disadvantageous in terms of overall popularity and and towards artists’ ability to procure future
concert dates. Finally, in terms of supplication, the results were mostly neutral. In sum, the data
presented in this study suggests that music marketers should place emphasis on content that
centers on the self-promotion category of impression management. In addition, the data suggests

that while ingratiation-related content can increase artists’ popularity, it should be implemented
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in moderation. Finally, when considering their strategies, music managers should steer away

from exemplification-related content, as it can be disadvantageous to the brand.

Crowdfunding

Although this study places supplication-related content as falling mostly neutral in terms of
garnering brand popularity, it does bring forth a question worthy of discussion. Should artists
highlight their weaknesses and vulnerabilities within their marketing efforts? Other evidence
suggests that showing need and highlighting one’s limitations can actually prove advantageous
when channeled with intent. In this case, music marketers can leverage their weaknesses in order
to rally supporting fans towards various forms of crowdfunding. There are a number of
crowdfunding platforms, such as Kickstarter and IndieGoGo, and these platforms serve as an
intermediary between artists and supporting fans (Mahbub 1019; Huang 1802). Within this
model, it is the artists’ financial need that brings their audience together. With a united vision, the
crowd becomes essential in bringing to life exciting projects, such as the release of an artist’s
album on vinyl or CD. Without the crowd, and the intermediaries, the artists might not otherwise
have the means to manufacture their album in physical form (Aure 64). The process of managing
a successful crowdfunding project is challenging; however, upon completing a campaign that
reaches its goal, the artist will have proven to their audience that they are professional,
organized, and willing to share a sense of vulnerability.

In the case of crowdfunding, supplication becomes the center of the narrative. Essentially, the
artist joins forces with their existing audience in a form of co-creation, and thus finds not only

the means to achieve their goals, but also the means to connect on an even greater level with
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their audience. In the modern digital age, online crowdfunding has filled an important niche for
fledgling artists, who may find physical manufacturing impossible without the power of the
crowd. For those artists who fall into this category, the power of platforms like Kickstarter and
IndieGoGo cannot be ignored. They can highlight vulnerability in such a way that brings people
together towards a common goal. Finally, this strategy of crowdfunding can bring forth new

possibilities while also giving artists an opportunity to prove themselves as a trusted leader.

TikTok Marketing

Of the many social media platforms to consider as an independent musician, research suggests
that TikTok today, along with others like Instagram, have the extraordinary potential to enhance
artist visibility and fan engagement (Purwati 39; Ramadhan 1623). As previously mentioned, the
culture that has been built on TikTok tends to express more positive sentiment than other
platforms, and positive sentiment towards an artist can be contagious (Purwati 39). Since its
inception, TikTok has been a music-centric platform, and that fact remains today. Music on the
app serves as a backdrop for user-generated-content, which drives the platform in the form of
dance challenges, get ready with me videos, and countless other forms of expression within the
app (Bai 198; Radovanovic 69). According to researcher Miying Bai, there are certain
determinants that can predict the successful nature of a song on TikTok. For example, by
analyzing 263 “popular” songs on the platform, Bai was able to identify common traits amongst
them that can be useful to aspiring musicians who plan to use the platform. Firstly, of the 263
songs, Bai found that 136 had a higher degree of energy, categorized by relatively faster

beats-per-minute (BPM), and relative loudness (Bai 199). Secondly, Bai found that 161 of the
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songs were relatively more danceable in nature. The danceability factor was defined as having
“...rhythm stability, beat strength, and overall regularity” (Bai 199). Finally, Bai discovered that
256 of the songs had some form of lyrical content (Bai 200). For aspiring musicians who are
willing to write songs specifically for the platform, Bai’s research draws a straight forward
blueprint to follow during the songwriting process. For those who are less inclined to write
specifically for platform success, this data could at least shed insight into which songs within an
existing catalog might be best suited for release on the platform.

Due to its relatively recent growth in popularity, TikTok has begun to reshape the music industry
in a number of ways. By placing sound bites at the center of the culture on the app, TikTok has
single handedly restructured the old models of artist discovery, promotion, virality, and overall
success within the music industry (Radovanovic 72). To bring this into perspective, in a two year
span, between quarter one of 2020 and quarter four of 2021, more than a third of all music artists
who landed a major label deal did so as a result of TikTok virality (Radovanovic 63). Further,
music fans on the platform have begun to demand the availability of their favorite TikTok songs
on streaming platforms like Spotify. This connection has been dubbed the TikTok-to-Spotify
pipeline, and its influence over the music industry cannot be ignored (Radovanovic 63). In one
given timeframe, highlighted by Radovanovic, 25% of all artists who made it on the Spotify 200
new artists playlist came as a direct result of the TikTok-to-Spotify pipeline, and of those, nearly
50% of them landed some form of major label contract (Radovanovic 63). Needless to say,
TikTok’s influence over the music industry has been a game changer, so much so that other
global social media brands are taking note. In addition to this seachange within the music
industry, TikTok’s influence has forced the hands of other social media platforms to adopt similar

styles of music-centric vertical shortform video approach as a mainstay (Radovanovic 72). The
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statistics presented here should all but force the hands of aspiring music artists to place TikTok at
the center of their social media marketing strategies. Vertical short form content, centered on
sound bites, is a recipe that is proving to be a major player in the music industry. In addition,
trotting hand in hand into the foreseeable future with TikTok is the rise of digital streaming as the
dominant form of music consumption (Kang 1; Chen 401). Music artists who are serious about
their career should focus heavily on these two elements; forging them into one cohesive strategy

for music release and marketing.

Music Streaming

As presented in the above paragraph, TikTok can have a significant impact on artist visibility on
Spotify and within the greater music industry; however, additional strategies must be considered
in order to form a complete plan of action. Artists should not underestimate the power of
collaboration. According to a recent article, researcher Inwon Kang et al. looked at the
importance of musical collaboration in relation to success on Spotify and within the music
industry. Their findings suggest that both artist popularity on Spotify, and follower count on the
platform, have a strong level of correlation with an artist’s history of collaborating with other
artists (Kang 12). The research continues by delving even deeper into the determinants of artist
success on Spotify. Their findings suggest that music release counts (an artist’s overall number of
music releases) is also a key determinant to consider (Kang 8).

In addition to these considerations, another researcher suggests there is even more to consider
when developing a strategy for streaming success. One important aspect that all music artists

must consider is the power of live performance. Researcher Eric Hogue found that live
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performances by musicians carry with them a notable positive impact on streaming numbers,
whereas canceled shows can have a negative effect on overall artist streams (Hogue 8445).
Research suggests that the earning potential of streaming is relatively low for artists when
compared to other sources of income; however, to ignore streaming altogether could prove
disadvantageous (Hogue 8437).

Streaming platforms are increasingly facilitating more than just music listening; researcher
Longfei Chen et al. seems to suggest that with the addition of interactive elements such as
comment sections within streaming platform GUIs, audience sentiment begins to blur the lines
between streaming platforms and social media platforms (Chen 402). When considering
streaming, within an overall digital marketing strategy, the best mindset might be that of
relevance and accessibility. Especially for newer artists, streaming numbers might not serve as a
viable stream of revenue, yet as one piece of a comprehensive digital marketing strategy, it

serves an essential role: artist visibility and audience engagement.

Artificial Intelligence In Digital Marketing

This final section of my literature review focuses on the ever-expanding importance of A.l.
within an effective digital marketing plan in the modern era. With the proliferation of various
AL resources at marketer’s fingertips today, it would be counterproductive for anyone to avoid
this technology altogether. A.I. can be particularly useful to independent musicians by assisting
in creating highly personalized content that fosters better user experiences on artist websites and
on social media platforms (Gladstan 813; Baruti 134; Juriah 1570). In addition, A.I has proven

an invaluable resource in developing predictive analytics that has increased email marketing
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campaign conversion rates by 25% in one case study. “This application of Al not only improved
targeting but also optimized the timing and content of marketing communications, leading to
better overall performance” (Baruti 134).

There are countless ways that A.I. could enhance the daily lives of independent artists. Things
are changing in the realm of A.I. so rapidly that the most important consideration for
independent musicians is simply to stay abreast of new and innovative applications of the

technology, as well as best practices.

Literature Review Conclusion

As discussed in the preceding literature review, there are many functioning parts to consider
when preparing a digital marketing strategy. Collectively, the research suggests that by drafting
and implementing all of these parts into a comprehensive digital marketing plan, independent
artists can increase brand recognition and trust by inspiring audience engagement, positive
sentiment, and ultimately, loyalty within their audience. These key steps will help artists convert
music fans into their fans, and along the way, they may just turn their fans into super fans.
Ultimately, with fans and super fans at their sides, independent artists will be empowered to

move a few steps closer to achieving their dreams and aspirations within the music industry.

Methodology

For this thesis project report and the supporting documents (which include a
comprehensive digital marketing strategy guide and a detailed content calendar), I have

employed methodologies that include a systematic literature review, as well as narrative
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synthesis, and interpretive integration of the data presented in the literature. In essence, I have
utilized the quantitative data, case studies, findings, and conclusions, found within the literature,
to inform the details of this report, as well as the digital marketing strategy guide and content
calendar included. Further, I have attempted to present the data and synthesis in such a way that
is useful and understandable by an audience that includes independent artists and music
professionals.

I have chosen these methodologies because they have granted me access to vast amounts
of data sets and case study results, from various academics across multiple disciplines and
methodologies. By funneling all of this existing data through one focused interpretation, that of
the independent musician, all of these previously self-contained articles become one
interconnected body of work. In turn, through this lens, the articles become more accessible and
useful to the average independent musician who might not have otherwise sought out each of
these articles. Ultimately, it is my aim to lean on case studies and various pieces of academic
literature to inform a collection of actionable documents that can be understood and implemented
into the daily lives of struggling independent musicians around the globe. Hopefully, my
interpretations and synthesis of this current literature will help form a pathway towards success
for DIY artists who are struggling to navigate the complexities of digital marketing and audience
engagement.

In addition to the aforementioned research methodologies, I have also conducted my own
independent qualitative research, in order to further enhance the quality and value of the strategy
guide and content calendar. By implementing semistructured interviews with working
independent music artists and music professionals, I have gained first-hand insights into the

specific digital marketing strategies and needs of indie artists in today’s digital music industry.
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More specifically, I have chosen to seek out respondents with between ten-thousand and
fifty-thousand followers on either TikTok or Instagram. By gaining the perspective of artists at
this level of success, [ have been able to utilize the experiences and successful strategies
implemented by these artists in order to inform this thesis project report, as well as, the strategy

guide.

Results: Case Study 1 (CS1):

A thirty-minute, in-person, semistructured interview with CS1 shed key insights into the
practices of a working band in today’s music industry. The band was formed in 2020, and since
then, they have been growing their social media following on various social media platforms. In
addition, the band has been consistently playing live shows in their home town (a large midwest
U.S. city). Over the past five years, the band has made significant strides towards finding success
within the music industry, and are currently a member of a pseudo record label (described as a
cooperative group of bands from their hometown, led by a leader within their music scene). The
co-op serves the bands by covering food costs, hotel stays, and other touring related expenses.
According to CS1’s lead vocalist, the band focuses heavily on building an identifiable brand
above all else. With their brand identity intact, the band then branches out from their on social
media, merchandising, and live concerts. Ultimately, the band has attempted to build a consistent
persona and aesthetic across all of their digital and physical marketing outlets, including the style
and sound of their music, their social media content, and even their physical merchandise. At a
glance, the band has done exactly what they set out to do. I have reviewed their music releases,
their merchandise, their long form horizontal music videos, and their prolific array of social

media content, and across the board, the band has an easily recognisable esthetic that stays
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consistent across multiple platforms. In terms of branding, CS1 is winning the battle. The
majority of their social media content is consistent, with the lead vocalist as the face of the
operation. Her personal aesthetic is highly defined, and the stylization of their video production
looks very consistent and well thought out. In sum, the band looks the part, and they keep a
strong level of consistency across all platforms, thus creating a strong brand identity.
According to the interviewees, and confirmed by my own research into the band’s social media
outlets, the band focuses primarily on short form vertical video content on two primary
platforms: TikTok and Instagram. The majority of their content is centered on highly stylized,
short form lip sync videos where the lead vocalist sings along with studio quality audio
recordings of various song clips from the band’s music catalogue. The majority of these pieces of
content utilize a strong measure of video production. The production quality is
professional-looking with crisp video quality and a focus on complementary camera angles and
lighting. In contrast, the band also features some videos that carry the feeling of a DIY band,
featuring live footage from shows, as well as open form conversational content where the lead
vocalist talks directly to the camera without music, and without the polished nature of their other
videos. According to the band, TikTok culture specifically seems to appreciate a more DIY
approach, with less produced video content that highlights real human qualities, such as
vulnerability and authenticity.

The band has produced several hundred pieces of content since they migrated the majority of
their social media marketing efforts from Instagram to the newer and seemingly more relevant
TikTok. At first, the band was reluctant to join TikTok, but eventually, the platform’s influence
over the music industry made it a necessary paradigm shift for the band. At this time, the band

not only saw tremendous value in the TikTok platform, but also they began to realize the power
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of consistency in their social media and content marketing efforts. CS1’s first TikTok video was
uploaded to the platform in March of 2021, and since then, they have posted approximately 800
pieces of content to the platform. This is approximately twenty-four posts per month. As
mentioned above, not only have they posted several hundred pieces of content on the platform,
they have also made that content consistent and on brand. According to the lead vocalist, their
TikTok posts started somewhat slower in terms of consistency, whereas now they are posting
nearly two posts per day, with some strategic gaps from time to time. After reviewing the band’s
Instagram account, I found that their post count was approximately 200 posts fewer than their
TikTok account. This is consistent with the sentiments expressed by the band regarding TikTok
as their primary, daily, social media outlet.

CS1 noted that due to the consistent nature of vertical short form content, it is easy to create
content and then share that same piece of content to TikTok and Instagram. Therefore, much of
the content on these two platforms are the same for the band. In addition, the band has employed
a streamlined Instagram feature that automatically shares their Instagram content to the Facebook
platform as well. Although their Meta accounts (Facebook and Instagram) and their TikTok
accounts are primarily the same content, their follower counts on these platforms are not. On
Facebook the band has just over 1000 followers, and on Instagram, they have approximately
3500 followers. This is a stark difference from the more than 14,000 followers that the band has
on the TikTok platform. With a difference of only approximately two-hundred posts, one might
assume that their follower counts would be somewhat balanced between these platforms, but that
is not the case. There are likely many reasons for such a strong difference between follower
counts on these platforms, yet due to the intrinsic relationship between TikTok and the music

industry discussed in the literature review, it could be argued that TikTok is simply a
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better-suited platform for content that centers on music and musicianship. Regardless of the
reason, and regardless of the lower follower counts on the Meta apps, it is a common sense
strategy to continue to post duplicate content on these platforms, as well as on TikTok. With the
recent fear of the TikTok ban, it makes sense to diversify content and maintain brand presence on
other social media platforms.

In addition to their vertical short form content strategies, the band maintains long form horizontal
content posts on the Youtube platform. Their long form content on Youtube comprises traditional
music videos that include multiple set locations and various thematic content. Staying true to
brand, these long form videos carry the same exact aesthetic nature as their shortform
counterparts on TikTok. Highly polished production and a focus on good lighting and
complementary camera angles truly sells the brand as a professional entity within the music
industry. In addition to their music videos, the band also has their entire music catalog of songs
and albums on Youtube in audio format. Between these various forms of content on Youtube the
band has garnered nearly 600 subscribers on the platform. In addition, across a total of ten long
form music videos on Youtube, they have gained approximately 17,000 views. The band has
made significant effort to be present on Youtube, in terms of longer form content; however, they
have just five pieces of short form vertical content on the platform. Due to its popularity, short
form vertical content has been included into the Youtube ecosystem. This new aspect of Youtube
is called Youtube Shorts, and it essentially mimics the same user experience on apps like TikTok
and Instagram. As of the writing of this report, CS1 has just five “shorts” on the Youtube
platform. I wonder if by duplicating their TikTok content on Youtube, in the same way they do
with Instagram, would they be able to grow their subscription number and views on the

platform?
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In terms of actual music releases on music streaming platforms such as Spotify, the band has
been consistently releasing music since their inception in 2020. The band currently has more
than 3500 monthly listeners on Spotify, and approximately thirty song releases on the platform.
Their most popular song currently has more than 55,000 streams, followed by three other songs
that each have over 20,000 streams. As with their video content, the quality of their music
releases on Spotify is polished and professional, and equally as important, the songs are
consistent with the band’s style, aesthetic, and brand. When comparing the numbers and content
releases on TikTok with music releases on Spotify, many parallels can be discerned. Posts that
have performed well on TikTok often align with the band's music releases on Spotify. According
to the band, and according to the literature reviewed previously in this report, there is an
undeniable link between these two platforms. When artists like CS1 leverage these two platforms
and the intrinsic nature of their bond, a synergetic effect takes place. Over the years, the band has
amassed a significant fanbase on Spotify, and when they release new music, their fans are
automatically notified of the release. According to the band, this in-app notification creates a
native spike in their monthly listener counts, as well as individual song streams. In addition to
this natural Spotify catalyst, the band has stated that viral posts on TikTok creates a similar spike
in new listeners on Spotify, as well as an increase in streams. In an effort to uncover this
phenomenon, I have compared several of CS1’s song releases, as well as their TikTok content
counterparts. What I found was confirmation that a significant relationship exists between
virality on TikTok and streaming numbers on Spotify. For example, in June of 2024, the band
released a new single that rose to their top ten songs on Spotify. Not coincidentally, a piece of
short form vertical content was released on TikTok the same day as the song release on Spotify,

and the numbers on both platforms seemed to affect one another. The TikTok post was a highly
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produced vertical lip sync video of the same song released on Spotify that day. The post
performed exceptionally well on TikTok, with a total of nearly 50,000 views, 1716 likes, and 63
comments. On Spotify, as of the writing of this report, that song also generated almost 25,000
streams on Spotify. Within CS1’s catalog of songs on Spotify, and within their content on
TikTok, there are a number of additional examples of this relationship between the two apps.
According to my interview with the band, this so-called TikTok-to-Spotify pipeline has been
streamlined even further by a mutually beneficial app feature that allows TikTok users to add
songs to their Spotify playlist with the click of a single button on a piece of content within the
TikTok app. This kind of synergetic relationship between these two platforms truly nurtures the
music-centric nature of these two apps and their respective fanbases.

In terms of virality on TikTok, a great deal of effort must be applied to the equations. For
example, when scrolling through the countless posts on CS1’s TikTok account, there are
approximately one-hundred average performing posts (i.e. 300 views) for every one post that
performs exceptionally well (i.e. 44.9 thousand views). As described by the band, during our
interview, it is essential for music artists to post everyday on TikTok, in order to play that
numbers game.

In addition to posting relentlessly on the app, the band stated that they do apply some paid
advertising to posts that have done well organically. The band stated that they typically put out
several pieces of content on TikTok, and if one seems to perform really well naturally, then they
will put between $10 and $20 in advertising dollars to assist in the virality of that post.
According to the findings, it seems that by coordinating Spotify and TikTok releases, and then
supplementing performance with relatively small paid ads, the numbers show signs of significant

increases in audience engagement.
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In sum, CS1 has done a fantastic job of creating and maintaining a recognizable brand. Further,
they have produced well-thought-out continuity across various forms of content and platforms
that continues to add to brand visibility and recognition. In addition, the band has a tremendous
work ethic that can be seen in the sheer numbers on their various social media accounts. CS1 has
put in years of work in order to discover specific strategies that work well for them, and they
have been kind enough to share some of those details with me during our interview. I have gone
into greater details regarding those strategies in the project portion of this thesis (The

Comprehensive Digital Marketing Strategy Guide For Independent Musicians).

Results: Case Study 2 (CS2):

I conducted a one hour semistructured interview via conference call with the primary three
members of my second case study (CS2). This three piece band resides on the West Coast and
formed nearly a decade ago. In addition to playing live shows in the greater metropolis region of
their home city, they have also expanded to touring along the California coast. The band stated
that in the beginning of their career, they would take nearly every showcase opportunity that was
offered to them. However, over the years, they have become more selective and strategic with the
shows they play, careful not to oversaturate their markets. CS2 stated that they found it important
to build up anticipation within their audience in order to properly sell out tickets to their shows.
In terms of digital marketing, the majority of the band’s efforts are centered on social media and
content marketing. More specifically, they place heavy focus on the Instagram and TikTok
platforms. In addition to their social media presence, they also maintain visibility on music

streaming platform Spotify. The band stated that they do have a website; however, they describe
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the functionality of the site as a “link tree” to all of their various platform accounts. When asked
about priorities, the band stated that the website was mostly for professional formalities. At this
point, the band is not placing focus on email marketing, through the website, and they stated that
this was due mostly to time management constraints. With so many elements to manage, the
band has made strategic decisions to focus their efforts on social media and content marketing as
their primary method of engaging their audience, selling their merchandise, and keeping their
fans up-to-date on their current music releases, live shows, and other endeavors. In modern
social media ecosystems, the platforms have gone to great measures to empower their users with
the tools to market and sell merchandise directly through the platforms themselves, and CS2 has
found this to be more efficient than funneling fans to their website. Essentially, they are keeping
all of the various pieces of their marketing materials on the platforms; the places where their fans
are already present and active. To the band, this approach both saves them time, and makes the
fan experience more streamlined.

As previously mentioned, CS2 focuses the majority of their marketing efforts on TikTok,
Instagram, and Spotify. In order to maximize their efficiency, the band creates their vertical short
form content in batches and then duplicates the same content from TikTok to Instagram. The
follower counts on these two platforms are similar. On TikTok, the band has nearly 26,000
followers, and on Instagram, they have 23,600 followers. The band has been on Instagram since
the inception of the band, ten years ago. On TikTok, they have been active users for
approximately five years. In terms of consistency of posting and sheer numbers, the band
averages approximately twenty posts per month. At present, the band has just over 3600 monthly
listeners on Spotify, and within their top performing songs on the platform, they have a song that

has reached upwards of 150,000 streams, followed by three other songs with more than 40,000
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streams. The band stated that at one point, due to paid “playlisting” on the platform, they had
nearly 50,000 monthly listeners. The band went on to say that big spikes in monthly listeners is
mostly an irrelevant statistic, and they went on to say that numbers on Spotify are really only
relevant and beneficial when they become more stable over a given time period.

In terms of specific social media strategies, CS2 painted a clear picture of how they manage their
presence on these platforms. It is important to note that the band stated that it took them nearly
six years of posting, with minimal results, to finally form a cohesive, responsive, and functioning
strategy. Firstly, the band made it known that they prefer to mix up their content between
“personality” content and actual music marketing content on TikTok and Instagram. They have
found that by showing their humorous personalities to their audience, they are able to connect
more often and more substantially with their fans. Reviewing their vast array of content
examples, I have found this to be accurate. Their content is equal parts humorous and
musiccentric, and sometimes, they are both of these combined. Essentially, the band tries to be
one-hundred percent authentic in their content, and much of this comes in the form of
conversations between the band during practices. A thorough review of their TikTok account
revealed that the band does a good job of mixing up their content types, yet across the board, a
common aesthetic exists. It is apparent that this is not by chance. The band clearly places heavy
focus on establishing and maintaining a consistent brand across all of their various content, as
well as across multiple platforms. The most important element of CS2’s digital marketing
strategy is their content release consistency, and their refined song release regiment.

According to the band, two weeks prior to a new music release, they will often do a photo shoot
in order to produce specific imagery that follows the subject matter, style and aesthetic of the

song itself. They take these photos and build banners, posters, and various forms of still imagery
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for their release campaign. In addition, they batch-film approximately 20 pieces of vertical short
form content in various locations and in varying articles of clothing. In the two weeks prior to
launch, they edit those videos into ten to twelve quality pieces of content. The band’s method for
coming up with ideas for these video shoots varies. As previously discussed, they might be
humorous or relating to the lyrics of the song. The band clarified the absolute importance of
being a user of TikTok and Instagram, by stating that it is essential to create content that is
relevant to the current moment on the apps. By knowing what others are doing on the apps, they
are better able to craft content that is both engaging but also relevant to trends and in-app culture.
During the two week lead-up to a song’s launch, the band begins to reach out to press, podcasts,
and other media outlets in order to promote the release. And at this point, the band begins to
form strategies regarding paid advertising. The band stated that they do employ paid advertising
(ranging from between $100 to $1000), on TikTok and Instagram, for song releases that they feel
have good marketability. On day one of the release, they launch the song on Spotify, and at this
time, Spotify’s “release radar” begins to work in the band’s favor. The release radar is a native
function within the Spotify ecosystem. The band’s current followers on Spotify are notified of
their new release, thus beginning to increase both monthly listener counts and song streaming
numbers. On day two of a music release marketing campaign, the band releases a lyric video or
visualizer on their Youtube account, and they promote this release on TikTok and Instagram. On
day three, they release other types of content, such as behind the scenes footage from working on
the song in the recording studio. Throughout this process, and continuing until their short form
content has been exhausted, the band posts relentlessly on TikTok and Instagram.

In terms of “break through” moments, CS2 has had a very unique experience with virality on

both Instagram and TikTok. In recent months, both these accounts have more than doubled in
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numbers due to an unforeseen viral piece of content posted by the band. In this seemingly
common piece of short form vertical content, a TikTok user made a comment that the lead singer
looked like a famous actor. The band played into this comment by posting a follow up that
continued the dialogue. In a matter of twenty-four hours, and in the following days, that piece of
content went viral both on TikTok and Instagram, eventually gaining millions of views and
significant other types of audience engagement. According to the band, the original post was just
business as usual. They had no expectation that the post would go viral, and they went on to say
that reproducing the viral nature of the post has proven very difficult. However, the band did
state that this viral moment has created an ongoing band-audience dialogue that has continued to
this day, months later. Beyond the virality of this moment, I found it important to note that of
these millions of views, the band’s follower counts on both apps went from 5,000 followers to
10,000 followers, and with the ongoing dialogue over the past few months, the band has jumped
to more than 20,000 followers.

From this piece of viral evidence, it is apparent that breakthrough moments can occur,
unbeknownst to the user, thus catapulting their careers in ways that could not have been
predicted. According to the band’s experience, this sort of occurrence cannot truly be
manufactured exactly. However, by posting as often as possible and by knowing the culture and
trends on these apps, bands can increase their odds greatly. Further, the band has done a very
effective job of extending the effects of this viral moment, by continuing to engage with their
audience via comments and by releasing content that keeps this dialogue going.

In brief, CS2 has done an effective job of identifying opportunities offered through their various
platforms. By centralizing their merchandising, content, and music releases on platforms that

already have an active user base, they have freed up countless hours of invaluable time. The
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band’s focus on consistent posting, and the production of recognisable branding across multiple
platforms, has grown their fanbase in a seemingly efficient manner. Moments of virality have
definitely helped their cause, yet without a relentless work ethic, the viral moments would not
have existed. Collectively, the band has created something of substance that is likely to continue
to grow. The band has shared more details regarding their digital marketing strategies, and these

can be found within the digital marketing strategy guide portion of this thesis project.

Conclusions

Both of my case studies have achieved a measurable level of success within the music industry,
yet both groups are still working day jobs and have yet to reach the ultimate goal of self
sufficiency through music. Although I selected these bands randomly, the two share many
qualities that make them well suited for even greater success within the music industry.

Both of these case studies have placed their highest priorities on social media and content
marketing, specifically focusing on TikTok, Instagram, Youtube, and Spotify. Both post very
consistently on these platforms and have stated the importance of said consistency. In terms of
finding success on these platforms, each of these groups have made specific mention to the
importance of being actively engaged on these platforms, not only as a content creator, but also
as a consumer of content. In doing so, these bands both stated that it becomes easier to create
successful content that captures the attention of the userbases of these platforms. According to
the experiences of these two groups, music artists should be using these apps in some manner on
a daily basis. Another crucial similarity between these two groups is their commitment to
audience engagement. Specifically, both of these case studies are reading the comments that

users are leaving on their various bits of content, and responding to those comments. This sort of
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commitment to audience engagement is key to building lasting relationships with their audience.
In alignment with what has already been stated regarding platform familiarity, both of these
bands are using relevant and trending hashtags in nearly every post, and this helps to pull the
outside audience inward. Further, in both cases, these bands have prioritized a strong level of
commitment towards building and maintaining an easily identifiable persona and brand aesthetic,
making them easy to recognise across various pieces of content on various platforms. Within
their branding, in both cases, the music has been placed at the center, most often serving as the
primary hook for their content marketing efforts.

In terms of efficiency, these bands have each found clear pathways to managing their content
releases. For example, both bands batch record their content prior to a new music campaign. In
essence they find various filming locations, they bring along an assortment of articles of
clothing, and they film various pieces of content that creates the illusion that the content was
filmed on different days. This method of batch filming content compresses a month's worth of
footage into one day of filming. Along the same lines, these artists both employ highly refined
music release campaigns that include a preparation phase, a launch phase, and a post-launch
phase. With a highly regimental practice for music release, they are better able to reproduce
similar results from various song releases.

Both case studies utilize some level of paid advertising on their primary platforms, and though
their dollar amounts differ substantially, their practices surrounding the paid ads is strikingly
similar. They release several pieces of their batch-filmed content, and watch for organic audience
engagement. Once these well-performing pieces of content reveal themselves, then these artists

boost the better performing pieces of content with paid advertising.

































