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INTRODUCTION
TO MUSIC PUBLISHING



Music publishing is the work of making sure that songwriters and composers get 
paid for their songs, and also make sure that their songs are heard. Music publishers 
ensure that songwriters receive royalties for their compositions, and also work 
to generate opportunities for those compositions to be performed, heard, and 
reproduced.

Music publishing existed long before recording mediums came around. In the early 
20th century, sheet music publishing pretty much ran the industry     — publishers 
were involved with putting compositions on paper, producing songbooks, 
distributing them to stores where royalties are collected from sales. 

Publishers were in charge of putting compositions on paper, producing songbooks, 
distributing them to stores, collecting royalty payments from sales     — pretty much 
everything that you can think of related to music publishing.

The ability to generate, collect, and account for income from the copyright was the 
crux of the difficulty in the Music Publishing Industry. However, new technology and 
accounting practices have streamlined the collection of Music Publishing.

INTRODUCTION
TO MUSIC PUBLISHING
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OVERVIEW OF
MUSIC COPYRIGHTS

MASTER VS. COMPOSITION



Oftentimes, the “master” recording and underlying composition in a song get 
confused. In reality, they’re different things altogether: The master copyright is the 
owner of the sound recording rights to an album or track; whereas the composer 
holds rights to their compositions.

A composition is the creator’s written description of music, typically played by a 
talented performer. A sound recording is the particular recorded expression of 
those compositions, also known as a Master.

According to Copyright.gov, a musical composition and a sound recording are 
two separate works. A registration for a musical composition covers the music 
and lyrics, if any, embodied in that composition, but it does not cover a recorded 
performance of that composition. 

For example, the song “Waves” and the sound recording of Kanye West singing 
“Waves” are two distinct works. The song itself (i.e., the music and the lyrics) is a 
musical composition, and a recording of an artist performing that song is a sound 
recording.

The Copyright Act defines sound recordings as “works that result from the 
fixation of a series of musical, spoken, or other sounds but not including sounds 
accompanying a motion picture or other audiovisual work.” Generally, a sound 
recording is a recorded performance, often of another work. A sound recording 
must be fixed, meaning that the sounds must be captured in a medium from which 
they can be perceived, reproduced, or otherwise communicated. The author may fix 
the sounds in a digital track, disk, tape, or other format.

OVERVIEW OF MUSIC COPYRIGHTS
MASTER VS. COMPOSITION
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Common examples of sound recordings include an audio recording of:

In most cases, a musical composition and a sound recording must be registered 
separately with the Copyright Office. However, in limited circumstances, a sound 
recording and the underlying musical composition can be registered with one 
application, filing fee, and deposit.

The music copyright is acquired by the author as soon as they meet two conditions: 
a work of authorship is created and it’s fixed in a tangible medium. This will allow the 
copyright holder to reproduce and distribute the musical work, perform or display 
the musical work publicly, and create derivative works based on the musical work.

In 2019, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that you must register your copyright in the US 
Copyright Office before you can sue for infringement of the copyright. If you register 
your copyright prior to an infringement, or within three months of the infringement, 
you can recover your attorney’s fees and costs and, as opposed to having to prove 
your actual damages, you can recover statutory damages of between $750 and 
$30,000 per work per infringement, which can be increased to $150,000 per work if 
the infringement is willful.

A person singing a song or playing a musical instrument.

A person reading a book or delivering a lecture.

A group of persons hosting a podcast or performing a radio play.

A person speaking, a dog barking, a bird singing, wind chimes ringing, 
or other sounds from the natural world (assuming the recording 
contains a sufficient amount of production authorship).

A sound recording typically includes the contributions of the parties 
whose performance is captured in the recording and the parties who 
captured and processed those sounds to make the final recording.
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OVERVIEW OF MUSIC 
PUBLISHING ROYALTIES

MECHANICAL VS. PUBLIC PERFORMANCE



WHAT ARE ROYALTY PAYMENTS?
     
According to Goldman Sachs, Songwriters own the rights to the lyrics and melody 
of a piece of music, and these song copyrights are usually managed by music 
publishers (we will often refer to songwriters/publishers together). Performance 
artists own the rights to a particular recording of a song, known as the master 
recording, and these master recording rights are usually assigned to record labels 
for management. In return for the assignment of these rights, Songwriters and 
Artists are owed royalty payments.

MECHANICAL ROYALTIES
     
According to BMI, Mechanical royalties in the music industry are payments made 
to songwriters and composers of a musical work when their composition is 
reproduced mechanically, such as on vinyl records. Mechanical Royalties refers to 
per-unit payments made by the record company to the music publisher for the 
reproduction of copyrighted musical compositions appearing on CDs, cassette 
tapes, vinyl albums, digital downloading, and digital streaming. Each time a 
listener purchases, downloads,  or streams a sound recording, publishers receive 
a mechanical royalty payment, then that royalty payment is  passed on to the 
songwriter. 

These are paid by the record label to the publisher (either directly or through a third 
party organization such as Harry Fox Agency in the US). In the US, royalty rates are 
set by the government through a compulsory license and are 1) either calculated 
on a penny basis per song for physical/download, or 2) based on a formula for 
interactive streaming services. Satellite and online radio such as Pandora or Sirius 
do not pay mechanical royalties to publishers. In most countries outside of the US, 
royalties are based on percentages of wholesale/consumer prices for physical/
digital products respectively and negotiated on an industry-wide basis.

THERE ARE TWO TYPES OF PUBLISHING ROYALTIES:
MECHANICAL ROYALTIES AND PERFORMANCE/BROADCAST ROYALTIES.

OVERVIEW OF MUSIC PUBLISHING ROYALTIES
MECHANICAL VS. PUBLIC PERFORMANCE
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The term “mechanical royalty” actually goes back to the early  1900s, when 
Congress deemed it necessary to pay a music publishing company for the right to 
mechanically reproduce a musical composition on a player-piano roll. As a result, 
music publishers began issuing “mechanical licenses” to, and collecting mechanical 
royalties from, piano-roll manufacturers. While obviously the means of transmitting 
music have gone through numerous changes since, the term “mechanical” has 
stuck. Under current law, the first recorded version of a song — and its distribution 
to the public     — is only considered authorized and legal if the copyright owner has 
given his consent to such transmissions. The download provider must first obtain 
a mechanical license from the publisher or copyright owner before transmitting or 
distributing the song.

Growing out of the mechanical license was the compulsory mechanical license, 
which is a mandatory mechanical license issued on behalf of the copyright owners 
after the public release of the first recording of that musical composition. Once a 
song has been recorded and released to the public in an authorized, legal fashion, 
another party may re-record (or “cover”) the same composition by obtaining a 
compulsory mechanical license.

A compulsory mechanical license, and the computation of royalties derived from 
the license, are based upon a “statutory rate” set by law, which is periodically 
increased to reflect changes in the economy. The current U.S. statutory rate is 
$.091 (9.1 cents) per song per unit for recordings of compositions up to five minutes 
(5:00) in length. This number can quickly add up to a significant amount should the 
recording in question be a hit and/or if the copyright owner has several tracks on a 
hit album.

Publishers/songwriters currently receive a $0.091 mandated rate per reproduced 
copy of a song (CD, vinyl, MP3, etc.) independently of whether that copy is sold. 
Outside of the US the rate typically varies in the range 8%-10% of wholesale prices for 
physical products/consumer prices for digital products. When moving to interactive 
streaming services, the government     — mandated rate is at least 10.5% of the gross 
revenue after deduction of the payments to collection societies such as ASCAP (the 
American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers), BMI (Broadcast Music, 
Inc.) and SESAC (The Society of European Stage Authors and Composers). This would 
imply an average payment per 100 streams of about $0.05 according to music 
royalty collection company Audiam. This implies that 182 streams of one song would 
be needed to equate to the mechanical royalty generated from one reproduction.

9

OVERVIEW OF MUSIC PUBLISHING ROYALTIES
MECHANICAL VS. PUBLIC PERFORMANCE



It’s important to note that reduced rates are commonly negotiated between the 
labels and the publishers. One of the most common examples is the “3/4 rate,” 
which is paid by labels on “controlled compositions” — copyrights usually owned at 
least in part by the label’s recording artist who is also the composer. Publishers will 
go with this rate in an effort to encourage covers of the songs in question.
Labels will also frequently try to reduce their royalty payments by paying 
mechanical royalties only for product sold, as opposed to product shipped. Labels 
also seek a reduced rate — or even no rate at all — for product sold via record clubs.

While mechanicals are often paid directly to the publisher, they are sometimes 
paid through collection services of a mechanical rights agency, such as the Harry 
Fox Agency, which is the licensing subsidiary of the National Music Publishers’ 
Association. With HFA, the publisher is charged a commission of approximately 4.5% 
of the gross mechanical royalties collected. In either case, the collected royalties 
are then split between the publisher and the copyright owner, following their own 
songwriting agreement.

It should be noted that, in nearly every country outside the U.S., the music publisher 
does not have the ability to collect mechanical royalties directly from the labels. 
Instead, labels are often required to pay royalties to a collection rights society, to 
which the publisher must belong in order to receive those royalties. Sub-publishers 
are frequently involved, working on behalf of the original publisher by joining 
the society in question, directly registering the song, and collecting the royalties 
before disbursing the monies to the original publisher. As a result, payments to the 
songwriters can take up to a year or more.

In today’s streaming music economy though, artists receive mechanical royalties 
when someone chooses to play (or rebroadcast) your songs on services like Spotify, 
Apple Music, and Pandora.
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PERFORMANCE /
BROADCAST ROYALTIES



Public performances happen all the time like when a restaurant plays background 
music or if you’re listening to your favorite songs on Spotify. Composers get paid 
every time their compositions are publicly performed. 

The American Society of Composers, Authors, and Publishers (ASCAP) and 
Broadcast Music, Inc. (BMI) are the original and largest PROs.  ASCAP and BMI are 
responsible for managing and collecting performance royalties from places like 
streaming services to artists who have been played on public radio stations or live 
concerts across all genres including rap, pop, country music and rock.

In 1941, the DOJ placed “Consent Decrees” on both ASCAP and BMI because they 
feared that the original PROs were getting too powerful. The Consent Decrees 
dictate how ASCAP and BMI can license music in their repertoires as well as how 
much they can charge in licensing fees.  The Consent Decrees limit how they can 
license the music in their repertoires; ASCAP and BMI must provide “100% licenses” 
to broadcasters. The Consent Decrees prevent PROS from collecting Sync Licensing 
Fees and Mechanical Royalty Fees.

Songwriters must register with a PRO independently of publishers. PROs credit half 
of a song to songwriters and half to the publishers. “Songwriters are only allowed 
to join one [PRO], so they must register all of their works with that one [PRO]. For 
instance, if a songwriter joins BMI, then BMI exclusively represents that songwriter’s 
entire catalog.”  Publishers must also register with PROs.  When a publisher joins a 
PRO, that one PRO is responsible for collecting royalties for the publisher’s entire 
catalog.  Unlike songwriters, who can only register with one PRO, publishers must 
register with every PRO.  Registering with every PRO allows publishers to claim 
their half of the royalties from every PRO, regardless of which PRO their affiliated 
songwriter joined. This ensures that publishers can collect royalties on behalf of 
every songwriter in their catalog.

PERFORMANCE / BROADCAST ROYALTIES

12



STREAMING PLATFORMS
(i.e. Spotify)

SONGWRITING
ROYALTY

PERFORMANCE
ROYALTY

MECHANICAL
ROYALTY

LICENSED USE OF
SOUND RECORDING

SOUND RECORDING
ROYALTY

PUBLISHERS

SONGWRITER

RECORD LABELS

ARTIST / PRODUCER

10-50%

PROs

SONGWRITER

PUBLISHER

13

PERFORMANCE / BROADCAST ROYALTIES



THE STATE OF THE MUSIC 
PUBLISHING INDUSTRY



According to the Impforum, In 2018, the total global value of the music copyright 
business was 30.4 Billion Dollars. This figure represents the full value of global 
music copyright, from both recording and publishing, including performance 
rights, mechanical royalties and synch licensing. More than half of this total, 61%, is 
generated by the recording industry, while the remaining 39% comes from music 
publishers, songwriters and composers.

According to the CISAC Global Collections Report 2019, global music publishing 
revenue totalled  10.03 Billion Dollars in 2018. It is estimated that global music 
publishing revenue was 5.97 Billion Dollars  in 2019. This increased from 5.53 Billion 
Dollars  in 2018, and from 5.42 Billion Dollars in 2017. 

There are three major music publishers     — Sony Music Publishing, Universal 
Music Publishing Group (UMPG) and Warner/Chappell Music. Together they hold 
approximately 55% of the market. In addition, there are larger international music 
publishers, as well as thousands of mid-sized and smaller music publishers, among 
them self-published songwriters.

TV and radio remain the largest music publishing royalty payment sector, supplying 
38.8% of total global publishing revenue, the equivalent of 3.9 Billion Dollars in 2018. 
Live and background music at stores, clubs, bars, hotels and other general licensing 
users accounts for 30.2% of total collections, a sum of 3.05 Billion Dollars in 2018.

Digital accounts for 19.1%, or 1.92  Billion Dollars in 2018. In some countries digital is 
approaching 50% of total publishing royalties; in Mexico, it is nearly 49% of publishing 
collections; in Sweden it is almost 43% of collections. China and India have also seen 
huge jumps in digital royalties.

According to CISAC, digital income still represents less than one-fifth of global 
music publishing revenues.  Performance rights account for 80% of global music 
publishing collections, equivalent to 8 Billion Dollars in 2018. While Mechanicals rights 
account for 16.5% of collections, equivalent to 1.62 Billion Dollars in 2018. 

According to Tarzan Economics, the value of Copyrights reached a record high 
in 2019, $31.6 Billion Dollars. 47% of that overall value was generated by streaming, 
alone.

According to the IFPI , the Global Recorded Music Market Grew by 7.1%, in 2020, six (6) 
consecutive years of growth. Growth was mainly driven by streaming, as the total 
number of paid subscribers reached 443 million.

THE STATE OF THE MUSIC PUBLISHING INDUSTRY

15

http://www.impforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Global-Market-View-2020-Independent-Music-Publishing.pdf
https://tarzaneconomics.com/undercurrents/copyright
https://www.ifpi.org/ifpi-issues-annual-global-music-report-2021/


Here are the metrics for growth by region:

Latin America maintained its position as the fastest-growing region 
globally (15.9%) as streaming revenues grew by 30.2% and accounted 
for 84.1% of the region’s total revenues.

Revenues in Europe, the second-largest recorded music region in the 
world, grew by 3.5% as strong streaming growth of 20.7% offset declines 
in all other consumption formats.

The US & Canada region grew 7.4% in 2020. The US market grew by 7.3% 
and Canadian recorded music revenues grew by 8.1%.

Asia grew 9.5% and digital revenues surpassed a 50% share of the 
region’s total revenues, for the first time. Excluding Japan (which saw a 
decline of 2.1% in revenue), Asia would have been the fastest-growing 
region, with exceptional growth of 29.9%.

Featured as a region in the report for the first time, recorded music 
revenues in the Africa & Middle East region increased by 8.4%, driven 
primarily by the Middle East & North Africa region (37.8%). Streaming 
dominated, with revenues up 36.4%.
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THE ROLE OF
A MUSIC PUBLISHER

& HOW THEY HELP



In order to collect royalties and distribute musical works all around the World, 
“songwriters” work with music publishers. Whenever broadcasters and licensees 
use musical works commercially, they owe royalties to the songwriters. Publishers 
secure the commercial licenses and royalties. Publishers also collect “performance 
royalties,” “mechanical royalties,” and “synchronization royalties. “Synchronization’’ 
or “sync” royalties are paid to songwriters/publishers and record labels/artists for 
use of a song as background music for a movie, TV programme or commercial, 
video game, etc. There is no explicit rate that defines the compulsory percentage of 
royalty that must be paid. This will mostly depend on the commercial value of the 
work to those who want it and on the media to be used. Sync royalties are usually 
equally split between labels, artists, publishers and songwriters.

Publishers are often times hands-on
and get involved in the creative 
process, promoting, and even pitching 
songs to Recording Artists for potential 
placements Publishers wear all of 
these hats and help take care of the 
business side     — they allow Composers 
and Songwriters to concentrate on 
their creative work.

Rather than collect performance royalties on their own, publishers register 
with PROs. PROs collect performance royalties, and then distribute them to the 

appropriate publishers and songwriters.

WHY PEOPLE SIGN MUSIC 
PUBLISHING DEALS

THE ROLE OF A MUSIC PUBLISHER
& HOW THEY HELP
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TERMS YOU MUST KNOW
MUSIC INDUSTRY GLOSSARY



ADMINISTRATION (aka Admin or Publishing Administration)

The supervision of all financial, copyright and contractual aspects of either an 
entire catalog, a single song, or an instrumental track. Publishing administration 
companies typically do not pitch music. Their job is usually limited to royalty 
collection. Rates vary for administration, but they normally range from 10 to 25%.

ADVANCE

The money paid to an artist or songwriter before the recording or release of a song 
or recorded work. The amount of the advance is typically deducted from future 
royalties generated by that song or recording and earned by the artist.

AIR CHECK

A recording made of a TV show or radio broadcast.

ADMINISTRATOR

The person or company that administers the rights to your composition and 
will only [take] — depending on the terms, from 10 to 25%. They don’t own your 
composition, you still own the composition. The difference between a publisher and 
an administrator is that a traditional publisher will require all your rights. They own 
the composition and, hopefully, they’ve paid you some money for that. A film and TV 
publisher is sort of in-between an administrator and a regular publisher, but an
administrator basically handles all the paperwork, which is the international 
collections and the registrations. They’re listed as the publisher on any cue sheets, 
and have 100%. Once they collect that 100%, they will forward 75% to 90% to you, 
depending on your agreement. An administrator is useful for very large commercial 
artists whose name carries their song. So if they don’t want to hand it over to a 
publisher to handle their songs — that is, if they haven’t already signed from way 
back — an administrator is great for them because they don’t have to do the leg 
work or [deal with] getting paid or the international collections. The administrator 
will handle all that. A good administrator will also pitch your music to film and TV, but 
their main job is to collect and do all the paperwork for you worldwide.

TERMS YOU MUST KNOW
MUSIC INDUSTRY GLOSSARY
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A&R

An abbreviation for Artists and Repertoire; The act of finding new talent, songs and 
masters. Record labels use A&R people to find new talent, sign artists, find them the 
best songs for their recording project, and shepherd the process of recording their 
music.

ARRANGER

One who adapts a musical work to particular instruments or voices, which can also 
include the re-arrangement of the song’s structure.

ARTIST MANAGER

The person or company in charge of the task of developing an artist’s career. The 
artist manager typically advises the artist on all business decisions and works to 
promote the artist through any and all available means, including demos, media 
coverage, and person-to-person networking. Managers also work to exploit 
any and all of the artist’s work to develop revenue streams for the artist. Typical 
management deals give 10-25% of the artist’s income to the manager. 15-20% is the 
most typical range.

ARTIST

An individual or group of performers (such as a band) under a recording or 
management contract.

A.S.C.A.P.

The American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers (commonly known 
as ASCAP) is an American performing rights organization that protects the musical 
copyrights of its members, tracks performances of their music, and collects (and 
distributes) the fees associated with those performances. ASCAP is not a music 
publisher.
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ASSIGNMENT

The transfer of rights to a song or catalog from one copyright holder to another.

ASSOCIATION OF INDEPENDENT MUSIC PUBLISHERS

The AIMP includes in its membership not only independent music publishers, 
but those publishers that are affiliated with record labels or motion picture and 
television production companies. In addition, individuals from other areas of the 
entertainment community, such as motion picture, television, multimedia, and 
home video producers, the record industry, music licensing and supervision, 
songwriters, artist managers, and members of the legal and accounting professions 
are active in the Association of Independent Music Publishers.

BACKEND (OR BACK END)

A common term to describe the performance royalties a creator gets from his or 
her Performance Rights Organization (ASCAP, BMI, SESAC in the U.S.) when a piece of 
the creators music is played on radio, TV, etc. A Sync Fee is the money paid upfront 
to license the music for a TV show (for instance), while the Performance Royalty or 
backend is paid quarterly after the music has been played publically. It is notable 
that Performance Royalties or Backend is not paid in the United States when music 
in a film is played in a movie theater. However, if that same film is broadcast on TV, 
backend Performance Royalties will be paid for that.

AUTHOR

The creator of any work that can be copyrighted.
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BLANKET LICENSE

A type of broad license that allows the end user (such as a TV network) to use any or 
all of the songs in a Performance Rights Organization’s repertory as much or as little 
as they like. Licensees typically pay a large annual fee for the license. The blanket 
license reduces paperwork, and reduces the effort in finding and negotiating 
licenses with all of the individual copyright owners of the works that might be used. 
Music libraries often contract for blanket license deals with a particular show or 
network for a lump sum, annual fee. The network or show gets a hard drive with 
thousands of songs and/or instrumental tracks on it, and the music supervisors 
and/or show’s video and music editors can use as much music from that hard 
drive as they like during a given year. Some music libraries or publishers pay the 
composers whose music is on the hard drive by giving them a proportionate 
amount of the upfront fee, determined by how much their music is ultimately 
used. Other publishers keep all of the upfront fee, and the composers are only 
compensated through performance royalties when their songs or tracks are listed 
on the show’s cue sheet(s).

BMI

Broadcast Music Incorporated (commonly referred to as BMI) is an American 
performing rights organization that protects the musical copyrights of its members, 
tracks performances of their music, and collects (and distributes) the fees 
associated with those performances. BMI is not a music publisher.

BOOKING AGENT

A person who finds employment for artists or performers in return for a percentage 
of the income from that employment, usually ranging from 10 to 15%. They can also 
be known as talent agents.

BPM

Beats Per Minute. A measure of a song or instrumental track’s tempo.
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BROADCAST QUALITY

Being sonically good enough to be broadcast in its current state. In other words, 
not a demo recording. Broadcast Quality is a subjective measure of audio quality, 
and the quality of the musical performance to some degree. The term is most often 
thought of in regard to the recording or audio quality, but if the audio is high quality 
but the musicianship or performance is less than wonderful, a piece of music might 
still not be considered Broadcast Quality. Conversely, if the style of music is typically 
ragged, distorted, or “under-performed,” it could have a less than stellar audio and 
performance quality, but still be Broadcast Quality in the context of that style or 
genre.

BUSINESS MANAGER

A person (or company) that manages the income, expenses, and investments of a 
performer or artist. A business manager usually charges an artist 2-5% of his or her 
income for the services rendered.

CATALOG

All the songs owned by a music publisher considered as one collection. If a 
songwriter has not assigned or licensed his or her own works, they are considered to 
be the songwriter’s catalog.

CLEARANCE (MUSIC CLEARANCE)

The right of a radio station, TV network, or film production to play a song. To say that 
a song has been “cleared,” means that there is nothing to prevent a song or track 
from being used. Undisclosed copyright holders, or lack of signed work-for-hire 
agreements could be obstacles that prevent a song or track from being “cleared.” 
Music supervisors will not license a song for a film or TV placement if it doesn’t 
“clear.”

COLLABORATOR

One of two or more partners in the writing of a song or instrumental track.
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COMMISSION

Percentage of income paid by musical artists or actors to their representative. If it is 
an agent, the amount cannot be over 10% for a union contract; if it is a manager, the 
percentage is unregulated, but is traditionally 15-20%.

COMMON-LAW (OR “POOR MAN’S”) COPYRIGHT

The natural protection of a song based on common laws of the various states. Was 
superseded by a single national system effective January 1, 1978.

COMPOSER

One who writes the music to a song or for an instrumental track.

COMPOSITION

A musical work; the art of writing music.

COMPULSORY LICENSE

The statutory mandate given to a copyright owner to permit third parties to make 
sound recordings of the copyright owner’s song after it has been recorded.

CO-PUBLISHING

The joint publication of one copyrighted work by two publishers. When a songwriter 
or composer assigns half of his or her publisher’s share of a copyright to another 
entity — typically a music publishing company — they are said to have entered into 
a co-publishing deal.
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COPYRIGHT

The exclusive rights granted to authors of copyrightable song, allowing the author 
to have control over that song and how it is (or is not) exploited for financial gain.

COPYRIGHT INFRINGEMENT

The unauthorized use of a copyrighted work. Copyright law calls for the plaintiff 
to prove the defendant infringed their copyright through a three-part test: 1) Did 
the defendant have access to the copyrighted work? 2) Did the defendant copy, 
directly from the copyrighted work, a part of the song that is protected by copyright 
(some parts of songs or musical compositions are not protected by copyright, such 
as titles; themes and ideas; and stock chord progressions, such as a I-IV-V blues 
progression.) 3) Is the defendant’s composition substantially similar to that of the 
plaintiff’s composition?

COPYRIGHT NOTICE

Used on a published work to give notice that a copyright owner is claiming 
possession. A copyright notice includes the following: 1) the word “copyright,” or 
the “©” symbol 2) the year of first publication, 3) the name of the copyright holder/
owner.

COPYRIGHT OFFICE

The Copyright Office is part of the U.S. Library of Congress in Washington D.C., where 
copyrights are registered and filed in both physical and electronic files.

COVER

Another artist’s version of a song that has already been recorded by a previous 
artist.
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CO-WRITING

Joint authorship of one work by two or more writers.

CROSS COLLATERALIZATION

A means of recouping the money spent on one song or recording against the 
earnings of another song or recording.

CROSSOVER

A song that receives airplay in more than one market, chart, radio format, or genre.

CUE

While the word “cue” has many meanings depending on the context, the most 
common meaning for TV and film music is; a musical work created to fill a spot 
in a TV show or film. An instrumental cue would play in the background or under 
dialogue in a reality TV show, for instance. A cue could also mean a “spot” in which a 
piece of music is needed and will be inserted in a film or TV show.

CUE SHEET

A log or spreadsheet of all music used in a TV show or film, listing each individual 
use, where in the show or film it is used, the duration of the use, the type of use (ie. 
background, feature, etc.), and the composer(s) and the publisher(s). The cue sheet 
is often filled out by the TV show’s editor or assistant editor, then given to the show’s 
producer, and/or network, and ultimately to the appropriate performing rights 
organization, which in turn collects and distributes the money to the composers 
and publishers.
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DAW

Digital Audio Workstation. The computer used to run recording and music creation 
software.

DEMO

A recording that demonstrates the talent and music of an artist to potentially 
interested parties, such as booking agents, or A&R representatives. As the cost of 
a professional-grade recording has dramatically decreased as home recording 
equipment and technology has improved, the recording and production standards 
applied to demos have generally been raised.

DEVELOPMENTAL ARC

Much like a movie script or a novel, music can also have a developmental arc. 
While the term could be applied to songs and instrumentals, it is most often used 
in the context of instrumental cues, which are typically comprised of an “A” section 
repeated throughout the entire piece of music, sometimes with a “B” section 
included as well to add some variation within the instrumental’s main theme. The 
developmental arc refers to how the track builds as it moves forward, oftentimes 
adding or subtracting layers of new instrumentation to create some dynamic 
interest, and most importantly, the sense that the piece is developing and moving 
forward to a crescendo-like conclusion (often referred to as a stinger).

DIGITAL DISTRIBUTION

A distribution method in which the consumer logs in to an approved website that 
offers preview samples, singles or full albums online for “download” (transfer from 
the Internet Web server to the individual user’s computer hard drive or mobile 
device).

DISCOGRAPHY

A catalog or list of recordings made by a particular band or artist as well as the 
related information such as the playing time, recording date and label.
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DISTRIBUTOR

A company that handles the sales and shipment of a record company’s product to 
retail outlets and one-stops for a certain territory defines what a distributor is in the 
physical media realm. A company that distributes music via electronic means using 
digitally encoded files is considered to be a digital distributor.

EXCLUSIVE PUBLISHING AGREEMENT

A written agreement allowing a specific music publisher to publish some or all of 
the works by a songwriter or composer for a certain period of time. The publisher 
is allowed to oversee management and collection of royalties for any commercial 
use of these songs. In exchange for the right to publish the songwriter’s works, the 
publisher agrees to pay the songwriter a specified percentage of revenue from 
the commercial use of the songs, often paid as an advance against future income. 
In the music library market, advances may or may not be paid, and both types of 
deals are common.

ENTERTAINMENT LAW

A specialty area of commercial law that looks after the needs pertaining to music, 
theatre, sports, dance, literature, architecture, visual arts, Internet and television 
industries.

EXCLUSIVE SONGWRITING CONTRACT

Also known as an Exclusive Publishing deal. A contract which prohibits the 
songwriter from writing for more than one publisher. An exclusive deal is an 
agreement that you sign with a film and TV rep, a music publishing company, or 
a record label, whereby they are the only people that have the right to pitch your 
music for you. You cannot work with anybody else; you are depending on them to 
pitch your music and make money for you. A non-exclusive publishing deal means 
that somebody is pitching your music, you have an agreement in place, but you 
also have an agreement with somebody else to allow them to pitch your music as 
well. You can also pitch your own music as well.
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HARRY FOX AGENCY

The Harry Fox Agency represents music publishers for their mechanical and 
digital licensing needs. The agency issues mechanical licenses and collects and 
distributes royalties on their affiliated publisher’s behalf. This includes licensing for 
the recording and reproduction of CDs, ringtones, and Internet downloads. HFA no 
longer issues synchronization (or sync) licenses for the use of music in advertising, 
movies, music videos, and television programs, but they do collect and distribute 
synch licenses that were granted prior to the discontinuation of the sync service 
in 2002. HFA also conducts royalty examinations, investigates and negotiates new 
business opportunities, and pursues piracy claims.

HFA delivers a diversified suite of copyright, licensing, royalty distribution, technology 
and consulting services to key music industry participants.

Common examples of sound recordings include an audio recording of:

Issue synchronization (aka “synch”) licenses for the use of music in 
advertising, movies, music videos and television programs.

Represent songwriters and publishers for the placement of their music 
in films and for use by other performers.

Issue print rights that are required to change the lyrics, or to publish 
them in printed form.

Issue master use rights that permit the use of an original artist recording.

Provide clearance for the use of samples.

Administer performance rights that permit the play or performance of 
the music in a public setting such as a restaurant, concert hall, radio 
station, or nightclub.
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HFA is often confused with the performing rights societies, ASCAP, BMI and SESAC. 
Performing rights are separate and apart from mechanical rights, and are 
necessary to obtain for public performance of copyrighted music, such as at 
concerts, radio and television broadcasts, and the like. We suggest you contact 
these companies if you are interested in any performance rights or synch licenses. 
These companies also represent songwriters and publishers for the placement 
of their music in films and for use by other performers. We suggest you contact 
these companies if you are interested in only performance rights, synch licenses, or 
clearance for the use of samples. HFA does not provide any of these services.

Neither HFA nor the performing rights companies issue the rights for 
printed lyric reproduction.

For “master use” or sampling rights, you will also need to contact the 
owner of the master recording, usually the record company that issued 
the original recording.

INDIE

Music industry slang for “independent.” The term is vague and is used variously 
to refer to small record labels, small publishing companies, artists signed to 
these labels and publishers, and unsigned artists who act as their own labels and 
publishers.

LICENSE

When used as a noun, it means a legal permit. When used as a verb, it is to authorize 
by legal permit. In the music industry context, it means to grant permission for one 
person or company to use or perform another person’s song or instrumental track.

LICENSOR

The owner of the licensed musical work. The songwriter or composer who creates 
the song or track is often the licensor. A publisher who has acquired the rights to the 
song or composition can also be the licensor.
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LICENSEE

The person or entity to whom the work is licensed. The end user, such as a TV show 
or feature film that licenses a song or composition is a licensee because they have 
licensed the right to use that musical work.

MANAGER

The person or organization responsible for developing an artist’s career. The 
manager typically advises the artist on all business decisions and attempts to 
promote the artist through all available means, including demos, media coverage, 
and person-to-person networking. In return for their services, personal managers 
usually takes 15-20% of the performer’s gross income.

MARKETING

The process of increasing product sales by generating public interest in an artist’s 
music through various promotional means, including exposure in print media, 
television broadcasts, radio broadcasts, and especially in modern times, the 
Internet.

MASTER

The original master recording. The original media type or form, from which dubs 
or copies are made. It also refers to a finished recording of the song from which 
records are pressed and distributed to radio stations and record stores.

MASTERING

The preparation of a recording for mass distribution, whether as a performance or 
to be sold on physical or digital media . This includes the evening out audio levels 
(so that loudness is consistent throughout the album) and polishing the audio 
quality of the recording through the use of equalization adjustments by a trained 
specialist, known as a mastering engineer. The mastering engineer does not mix the 
music, but applies his expertise to the already finished 2 track or stereo master mix.
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MASTER USE LICENSE

A license that grants permission to use existing recorded material (master 
recordings), including, but not limited to: vocals, music, TV or film dialog, speeches, 
and sound effects. For sampled material, a Master Use License is required 
regardless of the length or amount of material that is used.

MECHANICAL RIGHTS

A right given, allowing the mass reproduction of a song on CDs, tapes, records or 
other forms of physical media.

MECHANICAL ROYALTIES

The payment from a record company to a songwriter or publisher for use of a song 
on a CD or other physical media. These payments are referred to as “mechanicals.” 
The statutory mechanical royalty rate of 9.10 cents per song/per unit sold took 
effect January 1, 2006. If a song is more than five minutes long, the rate paid will be 
increased to 1.75 cents per minute. See also     — The Harry Fox Agency.

METADATA

In the context of music, Meta Data is the information embedded in a musical 
file (such as an MP3) that typically identifies things like (but not limited to) the 
creator(s), the publisher(s), the song title, the date created, email address, phone 
number, etc.

MIDI

The abbreviation for Musical Instrument Digital Interface. MIDI is a standard digital 
language/interface that enables electronic instruments and editing devices 
(synthesizers, computers, drums machines, etc.) to communicate with each other.
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MIXDOWN

The final audio product combining all of the separate music elements and 
instruments into one composite soundtrack. “Mix” also applies to the act of creating 
the mix. This is sometimes referred to as the “mixdown.”

MUSIC CATALOG

A collection of musical works.

MUSIC LIBRARY

Music Libraries (aka Production Music Libraries) are music publishers that generally 
specialize in licensing music to media projects like TV shows, films, TV commercials, 
corporate videos, streaming videos, etc. Both instrumental tracks and full songs 
with lyrics can be licensed from music libraries, depending on which company 
you license the music from. Music libraries can range from very small, one-person 
companies with a few hundred pieces of music in their catalog, up to very large 
companies with dozens of staff members and hundreds of thousands of songs and 
instrumentals in their catalog. Songwriters, artists, and composers can have their 
music in several different catalogs, and they typically sign publishing agreements 
that are either exclusive (only one company can represent a particular piece of 
music) or non-exclusive (the same piece of music can be re-titled and represented 
by several companies). If you were to hear an instrumental track (aka a cue) in a 
reality TV show, there’s a very high likelihood it came from a music library. A song 
(with lyrics and vocal) could come from a music library as well, or it might also 
come from a big publisher and/or record label, depending on how large or famous 
the artist or song is. Independent artists’ songs would most likely come from a music 
library.

MUSIC LICENSING

The act of licensing a musical work for placement in various forms of media. 
Wikipedia defines Music Licensing as follows: Music licensing is the licensed use 
of copyrighted music. Music licensing is intended to ensure that the owners of 
copyrights on musical works are compensated for certain uses of their work. A 
purchaser has limited rights to use the work without a separate agreement.
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MUSIC PLACEMENT

When used as a verb, it is the act of placing (or licensing) a musical work (song 
or instrumental) in a form of media, typically visual media like TV shows, films, 
advertising/TV commercials, video games, etc. When used as a noun, Music 
Placement refers to a specific placement of a musical work.

MUSIC PUBLISHER

Music publishers exploit the licensing and commercial use of copyrighted songs, 
and also collect the payments for the use of those songs. The copyrights must be 
assigned to the music publisher or by the songwriters in a written contract in return 
for a percentage of royalties generated by the song.

MUSIC PUBLISHING COMPANIES

Companies that exploit copyrights of songs to generate income for the songwriter 
or composer and the publishing company as well. 

MUSIC SUPERVISOR

A music supervisor pairs music with visual media of all types. According to The Guild 
of Music Supervisors, a music supervisor is “a qualified professional who oversees all 
music related aspects of film, television, advertising, video games and other existing 
or emerging visual media platforms as required.”

PERFORMANCE RIGHTS ORGANIZATION

Organizations that collect the payment for licensed public performances of songs 
on behalf of the copyright owners, and pays royalties to the songwriters and 
publishers of the performed works. There are three organizations in the U.S. (among 
many others worldwide) that do this: ASCAP, BMI and SESAC.
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PERFORMANCE ROYALTIES

The income earned from use of one’s song on radio, television, concerts, and other 
public performances of music.

PLATINUM ALBUM

The certification by the Recording Industry Association of America that an album 
has sold a minimum of one million units.

PLATINUM SINGLE

The certification by the Recording Industry Association of America that a single has 
sold a minimum of one million units.

POINTS

Percentage points     — the money producers and artists earn on the retail list price 
of 90 percent of all records sold. The term can broadly apply to any percentage 
earned in the music industry. “The producer got two points (2% of sales) on that 
record.”

PROFESSIONAL MANAGER

The person in charge of screening new material for music publishers and of 
obtaining commercial recordings of songs in his publishing company’s catalog. Not 
to be confused with artist manager.

PUBLIC DOMAIN

A recording or composition that is free of copyright protection, and available for 
unrestricted use by anyone. The U.S. copyright statute gives an author control 
over a copyrighted work for a certain period of time, aka life of the copyright. After 
that time is up, the work is considered to be public domain. A musical work no 
longer protected by copyright due to an expired copyright or caused by an invalid 
copyright notice.
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PUBLISHER

The person(s) or company, who on behalf of a songwriter or composer, seeks 
out people to use the artist’s music, issues licenses to them, collects all licensing 
fees and royalties generated, pays the songwriter, and splits the proceeds. The 
publishing contract assigns the administration rights to the publisher as well as all 
the rights of the copyright owner.

RECORD LABEL

A record company. The company that invests in an artist’s career in exchange 
for a percentage of the income generated by record sales. In the last decade, 
record companies have begun to enter into what are called 360 deals — meaning 
that they participate in the income of touring, merchandising, and other income 
streams in exchange for their investment to launch the artist’s career.

RECORDING CONTRACTS

The legal documents detailing an agreement between a record label and recording 
artist, whether on a major record label or independent label.

RETITLING

A common practice among non-exclusive music libraries in which they re-title 
songs or instrumental works to avoid confusion or conflicts regarding music that 
may be in more than one catalog.

REVERSION CLAUSE

The contractual agreement in which a music publisher agrees to secure a 
recording and public release (marketing) for a songwriter’s material within a 
specified period of time — usually one to five years. Failure to secure a recording 
and release triggers a reversion of the song’s rights back to the songwriter.
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ROYALTY

The income earned from the sales of the record or song.

SAMPLE CLEARANCE

The authorized use of a copyrighted sound recording to be incorporated into a new 
composition.

SCORING

The process of composing and recording the instrumental music added to help fill 
scenes or dialogue in a movie, TV show, or Broadway play.

S.E.S.A.C.

Commonly referred to as SESAC, is a performing rights organization that protects 
the musical copyrights of its members, tracks performances of their music, and 
collects (and distributes) the fees associated with those performances. SESAC is not 
a music publishing company.

SONG PLUGGER

The person who is charged with getting meetings with executives at record labels 
and with record producers for the purpose of pitching the songs written by the 
songwriters he or she represents.

SONGWRITING

The process of writing the words and melody that make up a song. Song structure 
and the arrangement are also part of the process.
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SUBPUBLISHER

The company that publishes a song or catalog in a territory other than that under 
the domain of the original publisher.

SYNC (SYNCHRONIZATION) RIGHTS

The right granted by copyright owners that allow for a song to be recorded on a 
soundtrack for TV or Films, or to be used as background music within a TV show or 
movie. The on-screen images are often synchronized with the song, thus the phrase 
synchronization rights.

VERSE

The section of a song or instrumental that precedes the chorus. Typically, it is the 
A section of a song using the AABA arrangement. The Verse follows the song’s intro 
and is usually the first part of the song to have a vocal in it. The first Verse’s lyrics 
often sets up the song’s story line. The second Verse lyric often completes the story.

TERM OF COPYRIGHT

The amount of time that a copyright is in effect. Copyright protection does not 
last forever. A copyright has a “term” or length, depending on when the work itself 
was created. For works created after January 1, 1978, the term of copyright is the 
life of the author (or last surviving author) plus 70 years or, if the work is a Work-
for-Hire, the term is 95 years from first Publication or 120 years from creation, 
whichever expires first. For works published or registered prior to January 1st, 1978, 
the term of copyright is 95 years. Copyright owners also have the right to assign 
their copyrights to their heirs or any other person or business. It is the right and 
responsibility of those parties to find ways to exploit the song, should the previous 
publishing contracts or licensing agreements expire.

WET

A voice, sound, or instrument with reverb added to it.
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WORK-FOR-HIRE

A form of copyright that removes ownership from the actual author of a work. 
According to the Copyright Act, in the case of work-for-hire, the work belongs to the 
employer of the actual author, since the work was done within the scope of his/her 
job. Copyright cannot be legally assigned to the employer without a signed, written 
contract stating that the author relinquishes the copyright; verbal agreements 
will not hold up in court. The work-for-hire clause often refers to advertising jingle 
writers more than songwriters, although, it is often used in contracts by production 
music libraries that do “Buy Out” deals with composers and songwriters.

WORK

Any product that can be copyrighted     — musical, dramatic, visual art, or literary.
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•  https://www.bmi.com/news/entry/Understanding_Mechanical_Royalties
•  https://www.mondaq.com/unitedstates/copyright/788820/us-supreme-court-
holds-that-copyrights-must-be-registered-in-order-to-sue-for-infringement
•  https://secure.harryfox.com/songfile/faq.jsp
•  https://www.copyright.gov/circs/circ50.pdf
•  https://tarzaneconomics.com/undercurrents/copyright
•  https://www.ifpi.org/ifpi-issues-annual-global-music-report-2021/
•  https://www.taxi.com/music-industry-glossary/

RESOURCES
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BeatStars Publishing, in partnership with Sony Music Publishing, is a leading global 
music publisher offering free-open enrollment publishing and administrative 
services to the worldwide community of BeatStars songwriters, producers, and 
artists. 

BeatStars has always been about putting money back into the hands of creators, 
which is why BeatStars Publishing is the first publishing company to offer worldwide 
80/20 splits. Our dedicated Publishing team works to collect royalties and payment 
to ensure members securely receive their deserved pay.

Because building connections and receiving opportunities within the music 
industry is imperative to growing as a creator, BeatStars regularly offers exclusive 
placement opportunities to its members in alliance with major record labels and 
groundbreaking artists. 

BeatStars Publishing is a vital hub for music producers and recording artists to 
register and monetize their work and immerse themselves in career-changing 
opportunities. 

Join the Publishing Community at BeatStars.com/Publishing

ABOUT BEATSTARS PUBLISHING
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