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Gross income by source for top 35 artists who toured in 2016  (Mil. USD)

Average of Top 35 



2018 Music Industry Research   
Association (M  RA)    

Musician Survey



2018 MIRA Musician Survey

• Survey of 1,227 musicians conducted April 12-June 2nd. 

• Target Population: Individuals who earned a living as a musician 
or composer, or who were endeavoring to earn a living through 
making music. 

• Sample: MusiCares’ Clients (62%) and American List Council 
(30%) + Referrals (8%)

• Many questions taken from national surveys, so can compare to 
general public; focus on sources of income, mental health, drug 
use, challenges and opportunities; data available to MIRA 
Members; more details at: www.theMIRA.org. 

http://www.themira.org/


Top 10 Genres Performed in Last Year

• Classical 37%

• Jazz 35%

• Pop 35%

• Folk 31%

• Blues 31%

• Country 28%

• Christian 27%

• Adult Contemporary 24 %

• Independent 23%

• Mainstream Rock 23% 



Note: Column 2 is the average share of music-related income from each source, taken over
musicians.    𝑠 =  𝑖

𝑛 𝑠𝑖/𝑛 where 𝑠𝑖 is musician i’s share of income from the source. 



Income Earned from Live Performances, By Genre
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Median Income Earned from Live Performances, 
Conditional on Positive Income
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Basic Economics of Pricing Tickets for Live Events
• Note: Very much a superstar market. Top 1% of performers earn 60% of total 

concert revenue worldwide. And top 1% have highest prices and most refined 
pricing stratgegies

• Price Discrimination – Segment audience (e.g., into better and worse seats) and 
charge more for those with higher willingness to pay. 

• Dynamic Pricing – Like Airlines 
• But social aspect of concerts constrain pricing: 1) More enjoyable for musicians 

and audience if show sells out; 2) Fairness considerations – artists don’t want to 
be seen as gauging their fans.  

• Leads to underpricing, especially of best seats
• Also leads to arbitrage opportunities for “scalpers” or ticket brokers and a 

secondary market for tickets 
• Krueger Theory: Over time, entertainment events (concerts, sports, plays, etc.) 

begin to behave like a commodities market. Consumers come to accept price 
system as a mechanism for rationing. 



Bowie Theory: Complementarities 



The Pollstar database by the numbers:

• 820,792 performances from 1981 to 2017

• 68,153 unique headliners

• $125 billion in revenue

• 101 countries and over 6,000 cities

• All 50 US states 

• 50,901 performances in 2016

• $9.6 billion in revenue reported in 2016 

Source: Alan Krueger’s calculations based on the Pollstar Box Office Data.
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Source: Alan Krueger’s calculations based on the Pollstar Box Office Data.



Limitations: 

• Coverage increased over time, 

especially outside of North America 

after 1996

• No information on secondary market

• No information on concessions, 

parking, merchandise, sponsors, etc. 

• Limited information on price tiers –

average (revenue per ticket sold), 

high and low price

Source: Alan Krueger’s calculations based on the Pollstar Box Office Data.

Source: www. usatoday.com
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Avg. Primary Price = $81

Avg. Resale Price = $122
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The Economics of Superstars 
• Sherwin Rosen (AER 1981) 

• If undergoing heart surgery, willing to pay 

a lot more for the best surgeon over the 

second best surgeon; Same with music

• Imperfect substitutes  Convex reward 

function

• Plus, size of market  Best can reach 

more customers because of scale 

economies

• Top talent/most popular earn a lot more 

than the next level 

• Luck looms large – stars have to align to 

produce a superstar
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• October 2001 edition of Rolling 

Stone’s Encyclopedia of Rock 

and Roll

• Billboard Year-End Hot 100 

Song’s Artists’ 1960 - 2017 

• Consistent universe of artists

• 3,635 artists, from Abba to ZZ 

Top; 2,161 in Pollstar database

• Represent 3.63% of total artists 

in Pollstar database

• Responsible for 60.82% of ticket 

sales, 1981 – November, 2017

28
Source: Alan Krueger’s calculations based on the Pollstar Box Office Data.

Consistent Universe of Artists



0

2000

4000

6000

8000

10000

12000

1981 1983 1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

S
h

o
w

s
 P

e
rf

o
rm

e
d

Year

Number of Shows Each Year
Rolling Stones Encyclopedia & Annual Billboard Top 100 Songs' Artists (Worldwide)

Source: Alan Krueger’s calculations based on the Pollstar Box Office Data.



0

10

20

30

40

50

60

1981 1983 1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

T
ic

k
e

ts
 S

o
ld

 (
M

il
li

o
n

s
)

Year

Number of Tickets Sold Each Year
Rolling Stone Encyclopedia & Billboard Top 100 Songs' Artists (Worldwide)

Source: Alan Krueger’s calculations based on the Pollstar Box Office Data.



$0

$500

$1.000

$1.500

$2.000

$2.500

$3.000

$3.500

$4.000

$4.500

$5.000

1981 1983 1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

T
ic

k
e

t 
R

e
v
e

n
u

e
 (

$
, 
M

il
li

o
n

s
)

Year

Total Ticket Revenue in 2017 Dollars
Rolling Stone Encyclopedia & Annual Billboard Top 100 Songs' Artists (Worldwide)

Source: Alan Krueger’s calculations based on the Pollstar Box Office Data.



0,75

0,77

0,79

0,81

0,83

0,85

0,87

0,89

0,91

0,93

0,95

1981 1983 1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

C
a

p
a

c
it

y
 U

ti
li

z
a

ti
o

n
 R

a
te

Year

Capacity Utilization Rate for Concerts held by Artists appearing in the Rolling Stone Encyclopedia 
and the Annual Billboard Top 100 Songs (Worldwide)

Source: Alan Krueger’s calculations based on the Pollstar Box Office Data.



75%

80%

85%

90%

95%

100%

1981 1983 1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

C
a

p
a

c
it

y
 U

ti
li

z
a

ti
o

n
 R

a
te

Year

Capacity Utilization Rate for Concerts held by Artists Appearing in the Rolling Stone Encylopedia or the 
Annual Billboard 100 Songs by Venue Size (Worldwide)

Venues < 2,000

Venues 2,000 - 9,999

Venues > 10,000

Source: Alan Krueger’s calculations based on the Pollstar Box Office Data.



0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

1981 1983 1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

C
a

p
a

c
it

y
 U

ti
li

z
a

ti
o

n
 R

a
te

Year

Share of Concerts held by Artists Appearing in the Rolling Stone Encyclopedia or the Annual Billboard 
100 Songs by Venue Size

Venues < 2,000

Venues 2,000 - 9,999

Venues > 10,000

Source: Alan Krueger’s calculations based on the Pollstar Box Office Data.



0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

1981 1983 1985 1987 1989 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

Year

Share of Tickets Sold by Artists Appearing in the Rolling Stone Encyclopedia or the Annual Billboard 100 
Songs by Venue Size

Venues < 2,000

Venues 2,000 -
9,999

Venues >
10,000

Source: Alan Krueger’s calculations based on the Pollstar Box Office Data.



Conclusions & Future Research Directions

• Concert prices have continued to grow faster than consumer price inflation

• Arena shows have rebounded – Healthy Market for Live Music

• Live market is even more of a superstar affair

Future Research

• Estimate price differentials by city holding artists constant, and link to 
wages, income, etc.  

• Link with streaming data by city/performer

• Model career trajectories


