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P U  R  P  O  S  E
Focusing on diverse youth, from underserved communities, Music Forward Foundation strives to redefine 
what’s possible for the next generation of music industry leaders and innovators. During the months of May 
and June 2019, Music Forward embarked on a series of roundtable discussions, seeking firsthand insight into 
the experiences of the local music industry ecosystems in which we operate and the youth we serve. The 
purpose of the discussions was to better understand the trends, challenges and opportunities that currently 
exist in the music industry and align organizational programs with real-world prospects within the industry. 
How do we stay relevant to the industry we service and responsive to the young 
people we serve?

M E  T H O D  O L O  G Y

LOCATIONS
Chicago, Las Vegas, Los Angeles, New Orleans 

ATTENDEES 
Across locations a total of forty-eight young people attended, including Music Forward program 
alumni and high-school and post-secondary students pursuing music industry related careers in both 
performance and off-stage pathways. Youth were between the ages of 16-22 and represented a diversity of 
gender, ethnicity, and socio-economic status.

Forty-six local music industry professionals attended including; policy experts and advocates, university 
professors and academic leaders, entertainment managers and attorneys, marketing and live entertainment 
venue professionals, and local artists who were primarily self-employed/independent musicians.

Collectively, professionals possessed a varied number of years working in the industry from two to over fifty 
years of experience. Across all locations, male industry professionals comprised most of the attendees and 
represented primarily Caucasian and African American/Black ethnic backgrounds.

Each roundtable discussion began with an icebreaker that required every attendee to list their top three 
songs or artists of all-time. The purpose was to get attendees into the mindset of making quick decisions and 
to determine if there were commonalities across locations and/or stakeholder groups. Not surprisingly, 
youth primarily listed contemporary rap and EDM artists and industry professionals tended to list rock and 
roll and R&B artists from the mid to late 20th Century. New Orleans was distinctive in that both youth and 
industry participants referenced seminal artists that influenced New Orleans jazz and blues. 

MUSIC FORWARD 2020 



3

BRAINSTORM SESSION I
The first portion of the roundtable sessions placed youth and music industry professionals in their respective 
stakeholder groups to participate in facilitated brainstorming discussions. Music Forward presented each group 
with a series of unique questions, gathering a list of spontaneously contributed ideas focused in the following 
areas: 

• Identifying the major challenges and opportunities within current music industry models, in both
on-stage and off-stage career pathways. The discussion included a focus on growth opportunities
over the next 1-5 years.

• Identifying the most critical skills needed for a successful career in the music industry, both
on-stage and off-stage.

• Understanding the youth perspective as it relates to generational challenges and opportunities in
achieving success transitioning into adulthood. Additional discussion identified how the music
industry can best support the next generation in entering and succeeding in the industry.

• Exploring how both youth and music industry professionals discover and consume new music.
• Discovering which artists, brands, and genres youth identify as the best storytellers for teens and

young adults from Generation Z (born after 1997)¹.

Music Forward staff served as unbiased note-takers during the prescriptively timed discussions. Each group 
elected a spokesperson to present their group’s responses. This format allowed for two uniquely distinct 
stakeholder groups to learn from each other while considering alternate perspectives based on age, 
experience and personal interpretations. 
¹Defining Generations: Where Millennials end and Generation Z begins (Michael Dimock / January 17, 2019)

BRAINSTORM SESSION II 
During the second half of the roundtable sessions attendees were provided informational resources that 
included Music Forward’s Case for Support, Music Forward 2018 Impact Report, a Programs overview 
one-sheet, and Bringing Down the House and All Access Resource Guides. Using these materials and any 
individual context attendees had regarding Music Forward, small groups that included both youth and 
industry professionals were tasked with articulating organizational strengths, weaknesses, and areas of 
opportunity in relation to how Music Forward can best support young people interested in entering the music 
industry. Music Forward staff facilitated these group discussions and served as a resource in providing clarity 
and answering questions about the organization. Each group was assigned a specific “Start, Stop, Continue” 
prompt. Discussions typically covered all prompts despite groups being assigned a singular area of focus. 

There were recurring recommendations across all locations. Investing in ongoing opportunities for program 
alumni to perform, network, and learn was encouraged across the country. Music Forward was cautioned to 
avoid programming that was overly protective or accommodating to emerging artists as the environment is not 
reflective of a competitive music industry. Recommendations called for expanding opportunities and broader 
reach through all programs via strong partnerships; a deepening of music industry and community 
relationships, widening messaging strategies; and offering ongoing, content-fueled industry sessions and 
showcases that don’t require a selection process to participate. Given that a majority of attendees had an 
affinity for Music Forward prior to attending, it was not surprising that most feedback was complimentary and 
sought to deepen or expand programming. 
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C O N C L U S I O N S

UNDERSTANDING OUR YOUTH
Youth identified thematic challenges for their generation that included concerns for physical and mental 
wellness. In Chicago, recurring concerns around violence, police brutality, and racial biases were heard. These 
concerns were articulated specifically as “being black in America.” Las Vegas and Los Angeles youth focused 
on the impact social media and financial insecurities have on physical and emotional wellness. Online bullying 
and placing too much value on social followers have the potential to negatively affect a young person’s safety 
and sense of self-worth. Transitioning into adulthood and the associated financial responsibility also creates 
uncertainty and stressors that impact mental health.  Financial insecurity and lack of opportunity to explore 
a variety of career options challenge young people to confidently identify and master critical skills for career 
success. 

The story tellers for this generation come from a variety of musical genres with R&B and hip hop artists 
being cited most frequently. No single artist was referenced across all locations however, Kendrick Lamar,
J Cole, Eminem, Beyoncé, and Billie Eilish all received recognition in at least two locations. 
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THE ROLE OF SOCIAL MEDIA AND DIGITAL PLATFORMS 
Social Media was regularly identified by youth and industry as having the potential to present both challenge and 
opportunity. Access to large audiences via social media can support the development of artist brands, building fan 
bases, accessing industry leaders and influencers, and sharing new music. The ability to access large audiences also 
creates challenges, as there is a heightened need to comprehend the value and communicate a strong brand through 
followers and impressions across multiple platforms. The industry relies heavily on social media to identify artists of 
promise, which can lead to image having more weight than talent and potential. 

Social media and streaming platforms create a paradox where there is more access to a variety of artists 
and genres that can lead to an oversaturation in the market. Varying levels of talent are presented to mass 
audiences, making it more challenging for individual artists to be appreciated. They are trying to be heard 
above the noise of the 40,000+ new songs being released daily on Spotify alone. When the lifestyle and/
or brand of an artist captivates social media followers, viral talent can be valued above real talent, leading to 
very short-term success.

An additional perceived challenge present in the music streaming model is “dry streaming” which was 
articulated during industry stakeholder discussions. Artist songs are being added to curated playlists where 
listeners develop an affinity for a single song rather than for the artist and their body of work. The artist is so 
secondary to the playlist, the listener may not even recall the name of a song or the artist. This can limit an 
artist’s ability to establish and build a loyal fan base. However, there was consensus that social media and 
streaming services create more opportunity for artists to share their talents, connect to fans, other creatives, 
and industry leaders. Creatives have more control over the image they project and the music they release. 
An artist can digitally release single songs and EPs rather than having to release an entire album. Fans can 
now access new music from an artist on a regular basis.
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AN EVOLVING INDUSTRY 
Representatives from the music industry consistently articulated that the music industry is evolving and
the success of the individual relies heavily on understanding and advocating for evolving monetization
models that will support artists and the industry in an equitable manner. Consensus within industry groups 
was demonstrated in their expressed need for new artists and young professionals to understand the
business and creative processes in order to develop a level of professionalism and commitment that will allow 
for longevity in the industry. 

Some of the topical themes most frequently addressed by participants included the challenges and
opportunities within an evolving industry where the traditional role of the label becomes less necessary
and indie/DIY approaches to music creation and distribution continue to develop. 

There was a communicated need for the industry and all artists to better understand the shifting 
 models for monetization including live shows, streaming platforms, merch, sync and licensing deals.
Access to tools for music creation and distribution creates an oversaturation of content, making it
difficult to stand out to fans and industry
That same access to resources, including technology that allows for the at-home creation and
distribution of music, provides more opportunity for artists from varied backgrounds to pursue
creative goals

ACCESSING AND LEVERAGING THE INDUSTRY
Recurring challenges for youth in all locations included lack of direct access to the industry specifically 
access to mentors, A&R professionals, and performance opportunities for emerging artists. An overall desire 
to be valued as an artist both locally and nationally was consistently communicated. There is a general desire 
for the industry to be more willing to invest in, and take risks on, young talent, on-stage and off-stage. For 
the creatives in the room, there was an expressed challenge in featuring original music at live shows. Paid gigs 
typically require young artists to provide a set list of cover music that appeals to broad audiences, which 
prevents the artist from building a unique brand and sound. 

The industry communicated the
most challenges in navigating
evolving business models and
the appropriate monetization
methods that support equity for
creatives, management, labels,
and distributors. In the current
climate of the industry, there is
a communicated challenge in
the level of professionalism and
business acumen that is deemed
acceptable. An artist can be
“discovered” on social media with
one successful song or viral video and given recording and touring opportunities that they are unprepared
to engage in on a professional level. 

As social media, streaming platforms, live shows and festivals have significant influence on the industry, the
opportunities for artists to monetize typically relate back to these revenue streams. Consistently, industry
professionals identified the following as the most effective ways artists can monetize their music: licensing, 
merchandise, live shows, syncing, self-releasing music, leveraging social media by becoming micro-influencers 
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and brand ambassadors. In defining professionalism and 
critical skills, industry leaders cited time management, persistence, patience, initiative
and work-ethic as critical skills, both on-stage and off-stage. Strong networks, fiscal management, and the 
ability to recognize authenticity were also often noted in discussions. For those seeking on-stage pathways 
self-awareness, collaboration, social skills, communication, technical acumen, personality and social aware-
ness were most often referenced. 

DISCOVERING CONTENT
When asked to identify where youth and industry are discovering new music there were several areas of 
crossover including:

• Streaming platforms: Spotify and Spotify Playlists, SoundCloud, Apple Music, and YouTube
• Word of Mouth, Peers, Live Shows
• Social Media: TikTok, Instagram, Rapchat, and Twitter

Youth also identified new music discovery through television and movie soundtracks, social media 
influencers, opening acts and house parties, and traditional and on-line radio stations.  

Industry identified music blogs and local venues as sources for new music discovery. Interestingly, the
Los Angeles industry group specifically identified radio as not being a source of music discovery. 

M U S I C  F O R W A R D ’ S  R O L E
Based on the discussions with industry and youth, and the programmatic feedback gleaned in the
organizational assessment portion of the roundtables, Music Forward has taken on the task of reviewing
and revising program models and communication methods to better serve our stakeholders.  

Music Forward will:
• Provide discussions and workshops that build knowledge and skills on critical topics including; music

business, music monetization, and maintaining physical, emotional and financial wellness in the
music industry

• Strengthen mentorship opportunities
• Secure performance opportunities that include scaled performances from small stages to mainstage

showcases and concerts
• Provide resources for artist development and creative projects
• Offer programming that allows for engagement with broader groups of young people and scaffolds

to stay relevant and responsive as they grow
• Enhance communications to advance Music Forward’s work in local communities and impact

nationwide
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A B O U T  M U S I C  F O R W A R D
Music Forward transforms lives, inspires careers and champions a more inclusive music industry. Focusing 
on young people ages 12-22 from underserved communities, Music Forward sets the stage forsuccess by 
providing workshops and showcases to inspire the next generation of music industry leaders and innovators. 
Learn more at hobmusicforward.org.

AUTHORS AND FACILITATORS:
Nurit Smith, Executive Director
Laura Clark, Director of Programs

CONTRIBUTORS:
Andrea Ameen, Robin Martin, DeMarco White

Music Forward thanks House of Blues and Live Nation, and all the participants who joined us for
these conversations. 

These roundtables were supported in part by a grant from The Moss Foundation.
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A D D E N D U M

PROMPTS FOR BREAKOUT 1
Youth:

1. What are the major challenges your generation is currently facing?
2. What are the opportunities that will allow you to achieve your goals?
3. How can the music industry support young people in finding success in the industry? Consider

both on stage and off-stage pathways.
4. How/where are you discovering new music/artists?
5. Who are the best storytellers for your generation? Artists/brands/etc.

Industry:
1. What are the major challenges the music industry is currently facing?
2. What are the career opportunities within the music industry that show the most potential for

growth over the next 1-5 years? Consider on stage and off-stage opportunities.
3. What are the most critical skills needed for someone entering the industry? Provide specific on

stage and off-stage skill sets.
4. How is the industry discovering new music/artists?

PROMPTS FOR BREAKOUT 2
1. What should Music Forward start doing to better prepare youth for the music industry?
2. What should Music Forward continue you to do, or amplify to effectively prepare youth for the

music industry, on stage and off stage?
3. What should Music Forward stop doing when working to prepare youth for the music industry?




