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Abstract
It has been well documented that since 2007 sales of vi-

nyl records have risen around the United States culminating 
in December 23rd, 2022 being the biggest week of sales for 
the format in the modern era and 2021 being the best year 
for vinyl sales in thirty years. Dozens of articles, documen-
tary films, books, television, and radio pieces have charted 
the rise in vinyl sales as a format. However, the dynamics of 
this rise in sales has remained underexplored, specifically 
as they relate to the role of a small number of “hit” titles 
selling at exponentially increasing numbers.

While these findings echo the top-heavy nature of the 
music industry as a whole (e.g., the top one percent of art-
ists generate ninety percent of music streams), it is vital 
for independent labels and artists to make good decisions 
involving vinyl due to the format’s increasingly high costs. 
The research discusses implications, best practices, and 
strategies for artists and labels in the current environment.

Keywords: record industry, vinyl records, independent 
artists, record labels

Introduction
It has been well documented that since 2007 sales of 

vinyl records have risen around the United States culmi-
nating in December 23rd, 2022 being the biggest week of 
sales for the format in the modern era (Caulfield 2022) and 
2021 being the best year for vinyl sales in thirty years. Doz-
ens of articles (Sisario 2021), documentary films (Smokler 
and Boone 2020), books (Paz 2015), television, and radio 
pieces (Radde 2023) have charted the rise in vinyl sales as 
a format. However, the dynamics of this rise in sales has 
remained underexplored, specifically as they relate to the 
role of a small number of “hit” titles selling at exponentially 
increasing numbers.

While overall format sales trends can be useful, when it 
comes to artists and labels making key business decisions 
it is critical to have a more nuanced understanding of what 
is driving those trends. For example, in a hit-driven “long 
tailed” environment, it is possible for overall album sales 
to increase at the same time that sales are decreasing for 
the majority of titles. Whereas in a landscape with a more 
normal distribution of sales, an increase would represent a 
sales increase for the majority of all releases. This research 
examines a decade of vinyl sales data combined with qual-
itative interviews with record store employees in charge of 
buying vinyl for the store to explore the statistical distribu-
tion of sales across the entire format and what it means. 
Specifically, we explore the following research questions:

RQ1: What proportion of new vinyl sales are ac-
counted for by top selling titles?

RQ2: How has the proportion of new vinyl sales ac-
counted for by the top selling titles changed over 
the last decade?

RQ3: How has the vinyl buying audience changed 
over the last decade?
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Method
Study One

The data used to measure album sales was obtained 
from Luminate. Luminate (formerly MRC Data) is a leading 
music industry data company whose data is used to com-
pile the Billboard charts and merged previous data from 
Neilsen SoundScan and BuzzAngle Music. This research 
used a complete census of vinyl sales and top album sales 
data for the years studied, which means no sampling oc-
curred and thus no p values or sampling related variables 
are reported in the results.

Study Two
In order to fully understand United States vinyl sales as 

they relate to best practices and business decisions for art-
ists and labels, in-depth interviews were conducted with 
vinyl buyers at U.S. record stores. This approach was se-
lected because it allowed for the gathering of descriptive 
data from the participants, giving the research a deeper 
understanding of the industry than a survey would yield 
(Hesse-Biber and Leavy 2006). This level of depth is espe-
cially important in understanding why sales may have shift-
ed over the years and how consumers have changed.

Sampling frame
A mix of both purposive and convenience techniques 

were used in creating the sample. The sample was purpo-
sive, as the research is only concerned with employees at 
record stores who make the vinyl buying decisions and not 
owners or employees in general. It was a convenience sam-
ple though, as it was limited to record stores who respond-
ed to cold calls and emails about being interviewed.

Participants were screened to make sure they were ac-
tively involved in the vinyl buying decisions for the store, 
but not for any other criteria such as store ownership, 
years of experience, or size of store.

The final sample of sixteen vinyl buyers ranged in age 
from 30 to 54 with an average age of 41. There were three 
women and thirteen men in the sample.

Interviewing
Interviews were conducted between 2022 and 2023 by 

telephone and recorded. Each interview began with an in-
formed consent protocol and general expectations of the 
qualitative interview format. Each interview was a series 
of semi-structured, open-ended questions with follow-ups 
at the discretion of the interviewer (Hesse-Biber and Leavy 
2006). Member checks were performed during the inter-
views to make sure that the interpretations of what was 
being shared was what the participants intended (Maxwell 
1996). At the end, the participants were asked a series of 
demographic questions. The average length of an interview 

was 41 minutes. All of the interviews were recorded, and 
then fully transcribed.

The interview transcriptions were analyzed using an it-
erative approach to data collection and analysis. Starting 
after the transcription of the first interview, themes were 
created and the field notes and transcriptions were coded 
accordingly. This was done in an effort to be able to make 
meaningful comparisons between the participants. In be-
tween interviews, the questions asked were evaluated and 
altered based on the themes being observed in order to 
gain a deeper insight into them (Hesse-Biber and Leavy 
2006). Ultimately, the codes that best answer the research 
questions posed are the ones reported in the results sec-
tion.

Results
Study One

In order to examine the longitudinal relationship be-
tween the sales of best-selling vinyl record titles and vinyl 
record sales as a whole, Luminate sales data was analyzed 
over a ten-year period using IBM SPSS Statistics version 28.

Proportion of New Vinyl Sales Accounted For by 
Top Selling Titles

In 2022 43,500,000 new vinyl records were sold in the 
United States. Sales of the top two hundred best-selling vi-
nyl records accounted for 31.92% of all vinyl records sold, 
sales of the top ten vinyl records accounted for 7.06% of 
all albums sold, and sales of the best-selling vinyl record of 
the year accounted for 2.17% of all vinyl records sold (see 
Table 1).

Ten years prior in 2012 4,600,000 new vinyl records were 
sold in the United States. Sales of the top two hundred 
best-selling vinyl records accounted for 28.59% of all vinyl 
records sold, sales of the top ten vinyl records accounted 
for 4.98% of all albums sold, and sales of the best-selling 
vinyl record of the year accounted for 0.74% of all vinyl re-
cords sold.

This represents a 12% change in the proportion of sales 
accounted for by the top two hundred best-selling vinyl re-
cords between 2012 and 2022, a 41.77% change in the pro-
portion of sales accounted for by the top ten best-selling vi-
nyl records between 2012 and 2022, and a 193.24% change 
in the proportion of sales accounted for by the best-selling 
vinyl record of the year between 2012 and 2022.

Study Two
From the interviews with record store employees tasked 

with making vinyl record purchasing decisions for their 
stores (vinyl buyers) it became clear that the shift in what 
proportion of new vinyl sales were accounted for by the 
best-selling titles was having a significant impact on the 
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way they do their jobs. Their ability to take risk on smaller 
titles was limited by rising wholesale costs, especially for 
hit pop vinyl records released by major labels. Record Store 
Day was an important part of their retail store’s year, how-
ever there was a perception that customers may be start-
ing to get burnt out by the amount of Record Store Days 
per year. Buyers also perceived changes in vinyl consum-
ers, with younger audiences perceived as buying less vinyl 
than older consumers, but being willing to pay more for 
something they believed to be an expression of fandom or 
a status symbol.

Ability to Take Risk
For all of the participants in this study, properly manag-

ing a monthly budget was the most important part of their 
jobs. A key element of budget managing involves managing 
“risk” regarding how likely a title is to sell relative to the 
title’s cost. This is not always as obvious as it seems, as the 
owner of the only record store in a small New York town 
explains:

You may wonder why we don’t just bring in Taylor 
Swift and Pink Floyd records we know that we can 
sell and sell quickly, but it’s not that simple. Some-
times I’ll take a risk on a record that I know will be 
hard to sell but will look great in my shop.

Other buyers expressed similar sentiments regarding 
building an interesting store and one that customers want 
to spend time browsing:

If someone walks in looking for a Kendrick Lamar 
record and they leave with a Don Cherry record or 
a Funkadelic record I feel like I’ve done my job that 
day.

However, rising wholesale costs have made these risk de-
cisions even more difficult, as a Michigan buyer explains:

We can sell hit titles quickly and in volume you 
couldn’t imagine even just a few years ago, but the 
costs have become so high that we have to decide 
between not bringing in enough copies and los-
ing a new customer to Amazon, or disappointing 
a longtime loyal customer who may be coming in 
and looking for something more obscure that we 
couldn’t afford to bring in that week.

High prices frustrating store owners and vinyl buyers was 
a theme that permeated all parts of the interviews and 
came up over and over again.

Record Store Day
While not explicitly stated in the interview questions, Re-

cord Store Day came up in every interview as it represents 
an important part of a retail store’s year and a buyer’s job. 
So much so that it influences decisions in the weeks sur-
rounding Record Store Day:

I have so much money tied in our Record Store 
Day order this year that I am not able to bring in as 
many albums in the weeks prior.

However, many buyers expressed that they are not sure 
how their store would survive without it despite the chal-
lenges and frustration it can bring. In recent years, Record 
Store Day has expanded from being a single day to being 
a brand encompassing multiple days throughout the year, 
a trend that has some buyers concerned about customer 
fatigue:

I never know how many albums to bring in for the 

Year New Vinyl 
Records Sold 

in U.S. 

Top 200 Percent 
of Sales 

Accounted 
For

Top 10 Percent 
of Sales 

Accounted 
For

#1 
Album

Percent 
of Sales 

Accounted 
For

2012 4,600,000 1,314,912 28.59% 229,000 4.98% 34,000 0.74%

2013 6,100,000 1,766,598 28.96% 283,000 4.64% 49,000 0.80%

2014 9,200,000 2,655,128 28.86% 422,600 4.59% 87,000 0.95%

2015 11,920,000 3,596,879 30.18% 562,300 4.72% 116,000 0.97%

2016 13,100,000 3,711,787 28.33% 537,000 4.10% 54,000 0.41%

2017 14,320,000 4,094,888 28.60% 586,000 4.09% 72,000 0.50%

2018 16,800,000 4,526,291 26.94% 698,000 4.15% 84,000 0.50%

2019 18,840,000 5,626,191 29.86% 1,241,000 6.59% 246,000 1.31%

2020 21,500,000 8,811,522 40.98% 1,571,000 7.31% 232,000 1.08%

2021 41,720,000 13,217,988 31.68% 2,400,000 5.75% 318,000 0.76%

2022 43,500,000 13,886,949 31.92% 3,071,000 7.06% 945,000 2.17%

Table 1.  Proportion of vinyl record sales accounted for by top selling titles.
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[Record Store Day] Drops or Black Friday. Some-
times I’ll pass on something and have people com-
ing in looking for it, other times I’ll bring something 
in which feels like a sure thing and have copies sit-
ting there forever.

Changes in Vinyl Consumers
Buyers expressed the importance of knowing their audi-

ence, and it became clear from the interviews that while 
there are many things these stores have in common, there 
are also significant differences from store to store. Some 
stores are part of a multi-store chain with a buyer for the 
entire chain, others are the only store in a small town, and 
some are a destination where people travel to shop. Stores 
with online components to their business also tend to 
make different buying decisions than those without.

Knowing your customers is the most important part of 
running a shop. You need to know what they like and what 
they are likely to buy. Sometimes you get the luxury of hav-
ing them come in and ask if you are going to get something 
in or ask you to hold a copy, but usually you just have to 
have a good sense of what people are going to come in and 
buy and that takes time and energy. But if you bring in the 
wrong records too often, you won’t last very long.

Changes in their customer’s wants and needs have shift-
ed the way they do their buying for the shops. An industry 
veteran who has been working in retail for over thirty years 
explains:

I think kids see buying vinyl as an expression of fan-
dom and are collecting them for different reasons 
than we were growing up. We sell a ton of vinyl 
frames. Kids wanna hang them on their walls. They 
don’t even own record players. They see them as 
art and not something they are going to listen to 
and don’t seem to mind the higher prices. I don’t 
get it.

Another buyer expressed similar sentiments:

They aren’t buying records for the same reasons 
anymore. People used to value an original press-
ing or a really good playing copy. No one seems 
to [care] anymore. They’ll pay more for a cheap-
ly pressed reissue on color vinyl than an original 
pressing.

Discussion
The results of the two studies provide a number of inter-

esting implications about the resurgence of vinyl records 
and what it means for artists and labels making decisions 
about what formats to release music on and in what quan-

tities. Examining the proportion of new vinyl sales account-
ed for by top selling titles (RQ1) shows a vinyl industry that 
is quite top-heavy. According to public data obtained from 
Discogs (CITE) an average of 2,277.80 titles were released 
on vinyl each year for the last decade. This includes reis-
sues and catalog titles given new pressings in addition to 
new releases. This implies that the top 200 best-selling ti-
tles represents approximately 8.8% of all albums released 
and the top 10 represents 0.44% of all albums released in 
a given year. What this means, for example, is that in 2022 
less than 9% of the albums released accounted for nearly 
32% of the sales, and less than one half of a percent of all 
albums released accounted for nearly 7% of the sales.

Not only does the data illustrate a lopsided sales land-
scape for smaller titles, it also suggests an acceleration 
of the proportion of new vinyl sales accounted for by the 
top selling titles (RQ2). In 2012 the top 200 album sales 
accounted for 28.59% of all sales and the top 10 accounted 
for 4.98%. Ten years later in 2022 the top 200 album sales 
accounted for 31.92% and the top 10 accounted for 7.06%. 
Figures 1 through 3 illustrate these changes over time and 
suggest a sharp increase in the dominance of a relatively 
small number of titles.

Figure 1.  Proportion of vinyl sales accounted for by top two hundred 
titles over a ten year period.

Figure 2.  Proportion of vinyl sales accounted for by top ten titles over a 
ten year period.
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These changes may be due to changes in the vinyl buying 
audience explored in the interviews with record store buy-
ers (RQ3). Historically, once vinyl was no longer the main 
format of music consumption, it became central to under-
ground music communities like dance, house, punk, indie 
rock, dub, and others as well as a format prized by a certain 
type of collector often characterized by an interest in audio 
fidelity or obscurity. The current vinyl resurgence leading to 
record sales of the format, however, seems to be driven by 
a new type of consumer with different interests at heart.

In an age of infinite ephemeral online content, new au-
diences may be looking for ways to express a more mean-
ingful connection with music that they feel is an important 
part of their identity. The result is an interest in a physical 
manifestation of an album they find special that they can 
hold or display even if their engagement with the music is 
through another medium such as a streaming music ser-
vice. Consumers purchasing vinyl for these reasons may 
not be interested in sonic qualities of vinyl, and employees 
interviewed in this research report people purchasing vinyl 
while proudly stating they don’t own a turntable to play it 
on.

While there are “right” or “wrong” reasons to purchase 
something that brings enjoyment, changes in the type of 
vinyl-buying consumer help explain the increasing domi-
nance of best-selling pop records where audiences may be 
more likely to form parasocial relationships and build emo-
tional connections with artists.

Conclusion and Future Research
These studies represent a very early attempt to dig deep-

er into the numbers regarding the resurgence of vinyl. As 
such they may raise as many questions as they provide 
answers. The findings suggest that while sales of the for-
mat as a whole are increasing, most titles released on vinyl 
during a given year may be selling either the same or less 
than they were selling previously. While a hard pill to swal-
low, this may be vital to understand for labels, artists, and 

distributors making decisions about pressing numbers and 
formats in an industry with increasingly thin margins and 
less room for error. Over-pressing vinyl doesn’t just have 
financial implications, it has environmental implications as 
the PVC plastic used in vinyl production is not able to be 
recycled.

These two studies have a number of advantages and dis-
advantages when it comes to making key decisions about 
vinyl pressing. While the results clearly illustrate a growing 
proportion of sales made up by a small number of titles, 
what is less clear is what is happening to the other titles 
year over year. Future research could dial into the data 
even further to help understand better how average releas-
es and different types of titles (i.e., reissue vs. new release) 
and different genres are performing. While the interviews 
with vinyl buyers at record stores were illuminating regard-
ing how some of these sales trends play out on the front 
lines, it was clear from talking to employees and owners 
that there was a lot that could be learned from speaking 
with customers and other key vinyl industry workers like 
distributors and manufacturers. Future research in this 
area would benefit greatly from a deeper understanding of 
consumer behavior and other vinyl industry workings.

References
Caulfield, Keith. 2022. “Weekly U.S. Vinyl Album Sales 

Break Modern-Era Record.” Billboard, December 30, 
2022. www.billboard.com/pro/vinyl-album-sales-
break-single-week-record-us/.

Discogs. 2023. “Exploring US and LPs from the 2010s.” 
Discogs. www.discogs.com/search/?sort=title%2Cas-
c&ev=em_rs&country_exact=US&type=master&lay-
out=sm&format_exact=LP&decade=2010.

Discogs. 2023. “Exploring US and LPs from the 2020s.” 
Discogs. www.discogs.com/search/?sort=title%2Cas-
c&ev=em_rs&country_exact=US&type=master&lay-
out=sm&format_exact=LP&decade=2020.

Hesse-Biber, Sharlene Nagy, and Patricia Leavy, eds. 
2006. Emergent Methods in Social Research. 
Thousand Oaks, California: Sage. https://doi.
org/10.4135/9781412984034.

Maxwell, Daniel G. 1996. “Measuring Food Insecuri-
ty: The Frequency and Severity of ‘Coping Strate-
gies.’” Food Policy 21, no. 3: 291-303. https://doi.
org/10.1016/0306-9192(96)00005-X.

Paz, Eilon. 2015. Dust & Grooves: Adventures in Record 
Collecting. New York: Ten Speed Press.

Figure 3.  Proportion of vinyl sales accounted for by best selling album 
over ten year period.

http://www.billboard.com/pro/vinyl-album-sales-break-single-week-record-us/
http://www.billboard.com/pro/vinyl-album-sales-break-single-week-record-us/
http://www.discogs.com/search/?sort=title%2Casc&ev=em_rs&country_exact=US&type=master&layout=sm&format_exact=LP&decade=2010
http://www.discogs.com/search/?sort=title%2Casc&ev=em_rs&country_exact=US&type=master&layout=sm&format_exact=LP&decade=2010
http://www.discogs.com/search/?sort=title%2Casc&ev=em_rs&country_exact=US&type=master&layout=sm&format_exact=LP&decade=2010
http://www.discogs.com/search/?sort=title%2Casc&ev=em_rs&country_exact=US&type=master&layout=sm&format_exact=LP&decade=2020
http://www.discogs.com/search/?sort=title%2Casc&ev=em_rs&country_exact=US&type=master&layout=sm&format_exact=LP&decade=2020
http://www.discogs.com/search/?sort=title%2Casc&ev=em_rs&country_exact=US&type=master&layout=sm&format_exact=LP&decade=2020
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412984034
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412984034
https://doi.org/10.1016/0306-9192(96)00005-X
https://doi.org/10.1016/0306-9192(96)00005-X


52 Music & Entertainment Industry Educators Association

Radde, Kaitlyn. 2023. “Vinyl Records Outsell CDs for the 
First Time Since 1987.” NPR, March 10, 2023. www.
npr.org/2023/03/10/1162568704/vinyl-outsells-cds-
first-time-since-1987-records.

Sisario, Ben. 2021. “Vinyl Is Selling So Well That It’s Get-
ting Hard to Sell Vinyl.” The New York Times, October 
21, 2021. www.nytimes.com/2021/10/21/arts/music/
vinyl-records-delays.html.

Smokler, Kevin, and Christopher Boone, directors. 2020. 
Vinyl Nation. San Francisco, Gilman Hall Pictures. Doc-
umentary Film.

Joe Steinhardt is the owner of Don Giovanni Records, a 
label that he co-founded in 2003. Initially, the intent was 
to document the independent music scene then emerg-
ing from New Brunswick, New Jersey. However, the label’s 
focus has since broadened to include a geographically di-
verse community of artists, including Screaming Females, 
Moor Mother, Mal Blum, Native American Music Award 
“Best Artist” winner Keith Secola, and Holy Modal Round-
ers founder, Peter Stampfel. It has also released formative 
works by nationally recognized groups like Mitski, Waxa-
hatchee, Priests, Downtown Boys, as well as the comedian 
Chris Gethard. Don Giovanni Records remains committed 
to furthering alternative culture and independent values, 
providing resources for artists who prefer to work outside 
of the mainstream music industry. Steinhardt studied at 
Boston University and earned a Ph.D. in communication 
at Cornell University. He currently resides in Philadelphia, 
where he is an Assistant Teaching Professor at Drexel Uni-
versity’s Music Industry Program.

http://www.npr.org/2023/03/10/1162568704/vinyl-outsells-cds-first-time-since-1987-records
http://www.npr.org/2023/03/10/1162568704/vinyl-outsells-cds-first-time-since-1987-records
http://www.npr.org/2023/03/10/1162568704/vinyl-outsells-cds-first-time-since-1987-records
http://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/21/arts/music/vinyl-records-delays.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2021/10/21/arts/music/vinyl-records-delays.html


Proceedings of the 44th International Summit 1

Proceedings
of the

44th International Summit

of the
Music & Entertainment

Industry Educators
Association

Las Vegas 2023
March 23-25, 2023 • Embassy Suites by Hilton Las Vegas


	_Hlk136257496
	_Hlk136377579
	_Hlk136416336

