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Interviews
• 35 semi-structured interviews with songwriters in 

Nashville
• Average ~ 2 hours
• Almost all in-person
• Recorded (not for attribution), transcribed, manually 

coded, analyzed within Atlas.ti
• Recruited through:

– Personal contacts
– Industry events
– Letters to publishers, PROs, NSAI, other local 

organizations, & attorneys
– Snowball sampling
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That’s My Song
Chapter 1: A Tour of Musical Nashville
Chapter 2: A Song a Day
Chapter 3: How Many Cooks in the Kitchen
Chapter 4: You Stole My Song
Chapter 5: Revenue Streams Without Streaming 

Revenue
Chapter 6: Allies & Adversaries
Chapter 7: Why Songwriting
Chapter 8: The Future of Nashville Songwriting
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No license neededPublic Performance (paid to songwriter 
via PRO)

Terrestrial 
Radio

All licenses negotiated in marketPublic Performance (paid to songwriter 
via PRO)

AND

§ 115 Mechanical License (paid to 
publisher via MLC; publisher pays 
songwriter under terms of contract)

Interactive 
Streaming

Musical 
Works

Sound 
Recordings

Licensing: Radio vs Streaming



37 C.F.R. § 385.21
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Radio or Bust

If radio wasn't here, songwriters would not be making any money. 
There's just no money there.

. . . .

Radio is so important to me because it's the way I'm getting paid. So, 
I mean, we can talk all day long, “Oh, you have a number one song 
for 32 weeks on the digital streaming chart.” And it's fun to talk 
about but the money is just not there.

Travis Bennett
Established

Country
Annual income: >$151K



Radio or Bust

Monetarily, terrestrial radio is everything, currently. That's the 
mailbox money. That's the thing we're all trying to do. It's the 
thing that you have to have every now and then or I don't know 
how you would live. But they're currently everything. I mean, 
radio is the golden ticket.

Cole Anderson
Established

Country
Annual income: >$151K



Radio or Bust

Terrestrial radio [is] still where the majority of money is made for a 
country songwriter more than any other format. . . . As terrestrial radio 
declines and as streaming takes off and has taken off, they do not pay the 
same kind of royalty pool that radio did. In fact, it's markedly less, and 
you cannot make a living as a songwriter on streaming royalties on the 
publisher side. I mean, you can have songs that have tens of millions of 
streams and you might make a couple of thousand dollars. It's not enough.

Wyatt Brooks
Established

Country
Annual income: >$151K



Radio or Bust

The only way I know I'm probably going to make money is off 
of radio. . . .

My whole goal is to get a single on the radio. That's pretty much 
where I would make the most money. . . . Other than putting my 
energy into shows, that's the only place I'm going to make it.

Mason Foster
Established

Country
Annual income: $31–60K



Radio or Bust
Radio is one of the most important pieces, if not potentially the most important piece, to me actually being 
able to do this every day. . . . It was scary and it still is scary to be a songwriter and be like, “Well, if you 
don't have that big radio song, are you able to continue to do it?"

. . . . [Hit Song] has like 800 and something million streams and I have not made a fraction on the writing 
share that I have on [Hit Song] on Spotify and Apple Music. . . . That’s just on Spotify. It has over 2 billion 
streams worldwide.

And I haven't made a fraction of what I made on radio from that, that I did on Spotify. . . .

When I got my BMI statement, they pay a hit song bonus too, and that's based off of radio. I made more on 
the bonus from BMI of, “Oh, it was a hit song. It did so great on radio," than I did from hundreds of millions 
of streams in the exact same quarter on Spotify and Apple and Pandora.

Abby Turner
Emerging

Pop
Annual income: >$151K



Radio or Bust

Do you feel like the model that you are working in right now is 
working for you?

Yes. Barely. It's working because I have a radio single, and I 
think I'm going to have a couple more over the next year or two. 
And without those radio singles, it would not work. Without 
those radio singles, Sony would no longer work with me in the 
next couple years.

Amelia Davis
Emerging

Country, Sync
Annual income: $61–150K







≈ $3.17 billion

≈ $563 million



Possible Explanations 

• Creative Accounting
• Country is different
• Recoupment hides $ from streaming but 

not from radio 
• Smaller pie but bigger pieces
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