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Abstract
To further our understanding of the music industry, the 

Music Industry Research Association (MIRA) and the 
Princeton University Survey Research Center, in partner-
ship with MusiCares, conducted a survey of 1,227 musi-
cians in the United States in 2018. This studies summarizes 
and analyzes the challenges and opportunities that musi-
cians face in the United States.

The median musician in the sample has 3 sources of in-
come and an average of 3.71 sources. For all respondents, 
the largest three sources of income are income from live 
performances (non-religious), income from audio video re-
cordings, and income from giving music lessons.

A higher fraction of male musicians report earning in-
come as a session musician compared to female musicians 
(40.7 percent vs 26.9 percent), while female musicians are 
more likely to report earning income from church/religions 
performances (41.3 percent vs. 35.4 percent). Male musi-
cians are more likely to have income from producing music 
(22.9 percent vs 8.2 percent). Female musicians also have 
slightly fewer sources of income on the intensive margin 
(3.64 vs 3.75).

White musicians are 10.5 percentage points more likely 
to have income from giving music lessons than non-whites, 
and non-whites are 4.3 percentage points more likely to re-
port having income from session musician fees. White mu-
sicians also have slightly more sources of income on aver-
age (3.72 vs 3.63).
Income Sufficiency

61.1% of the musicians in the sample’s music-related in-
come is not sufficient to meet their living expenses. Such a 
share among male musicians is slightly lower than that of 
female musicians: 58.4% vs. 66.3%, respectively. However, 
such a share among white musicians is significantly lower 

than that of non-white musicians: 57.0% vs. 75.5%, respec-
tively.

36% of the musicians’ total income from music and 
non-music sources is not sufficient to meet their living 
expenses. Such a share among male musicians is slightly 
lower than that of female musicians: 35% vs. 38%, respec-
tively. However, such a share among white musicians is sig-
nificantly lower than that of non-white musicians: 32 % vs. 
50 %, respectively. This also reveals the surprising fact that 
half of non-white musicians’ total income is not sufficient to 
meet their living expenses.
Important Factors Affecting Overall Income vs.  
Music-related Income

Interestingly, all else being equal, white musicians’ in-
dividual pretax income in 2017 was 21.8%, significantly, 
lower than that of non-white musicians. Other factors such 
as musicians’ educational attainment, age, gender, wheth-
er attending a high school featuring music/performing arts 
education, whether being born in the United States are not 
important.

However, musicians’ educational attainment, attending 
a high school featuring music/performing arts education, 
being born in the Unites States matter to the music-related 
individual pretax income in 2017. All else being equal, an 
additional year of education will increase a musician’s mu-
sic-related income by around 7%; attending a high school 
featuring music/performing arts education would increase a 
musician’s music-related income by 27%. Surprisingly, be-
ing born in the United States resulted in a 39.5% drop in the 
music-related income.
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