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Working in the Creative Industries: Research Project
My name is Lori Murchie and this is my research portfolio on working in the creative

industries. For this project, I will focus on the profession of songwriting, examining

the responsibilities and challenges faced by songwriters in 2024. I will approach this

from a multi-tasking perspective, as I hope to become a touring singer-songwriter,

writing songs for myself and others, as well as writing collaboratively.

Academic and Professional Requirements
Considering the sheer volume of songs released daily, it seems there are no specific

academic or experiential requirements to becoming a professional songwriter. In fact,

Will Page, former chief economist for Spotify and PRS for Music, says, “more music

is being released today (in a single day) than was released in the calendar year of

1989” (cited in Price, 2024).

Songwriting does not subscribe to a formal process. Danny Cope (2009:11) suggests

that “by far the best way” songwriters can develop their craft is by listening to and

breaking songs down, to better understand their inner workings. The mass of new

songs materialising suggests minimal regulations, and poses the question: if every

songwriter was obligated to be qualified, wouldn’t there be additional limitations,

including age? Music institutions are selective about admittance, and the amount of

music released daily outweighs the capacity for every songwriter to be ‘qualified’.

Many commercially successful songwriters, including Taylor Swift, do not possess

degree-level music qualifications. Despite this, Swift was named Global Top Artist of

2024 by Spotify (2024), and her Eras Tour was the highest-grossing tour of all time,

the first in history to amass a ticket sales total exceeding one billion US dollars

(Millman, 2023).

This example is exceptional; not every songwriter is destined for global

chart-topping. But this is not the only measure of success. On a smaller scale,

developing experience and technical understanding would benefit those hoping to

make songwriting their full-time endeavour. In short, you don’t need qualifications to
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be a songwriter - you simply need to be a person who writes songs. To fulfil creative

potential, undertaking musical qualifications can, however, be helpful. This is why I

decided to study the Songwriting degree at Leeds Conservatoire; to further my

songwriting ability and forge a career for myself.

Benefits of a songwriting degree include exposure to a musical environment;

development of a professional attitude, technical ability and musical understanding;

opportunities to network with like-minded collaborators; space to cultivate ideas and

hone creative processes; and access to equipment.

Knowledge, Skills and Personal Attributes for Success
In order to be well-rounded in their practice, songwriters must keep an open mind

and accept input from others. Nina Nesbitt (2024) discusses the value of working

with collaborators approaching music from different perspectives, and how

perfectionism can diminish the craft of writing:

I actually quit being an artist. The reason that I started wasn’t the reason I was

doing it anymore. [...] [Peter Miles] [...] doesn’t want to [...] make anything too

perfect, [...] which I really admire. [...] I was definitely on the other end of the

spectrum.

Collaboration is an integral aspect of songwriting. Although songwriters multi-task in

terms of researching; writing lyrics and music; producing demos and recording

content, we can’t do everything alone. Or rather, we cannot expect to achieve the

best results without listening to others. Amber Bain, aka The Japanese House (Tape

Notes, 2023), discusses the impact of collaboration on her songwriting:

We all have very different energies when we’re in the studio [...] You guys are

good at directing me [...] and helping me stay excited about and focused on

the song that we’re working on.

Cope (2009:25) reinforces this view; “Sometimes a collaborator is useful even if all

they do is just assure us that yes, the song is worth listening to”. Songwriters can

adopt either role in a writing session.
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Duties and Responsibilities
Many aspects of this profession do not follow a typical routine. Key duties include

time management; writing music and lyrics; recording demos; admin such as tax

returns (for freelancers); and liaising with colleagues. For independent songwriters,

these may include co-writers, session musicians, producers, artists, publishers and

venues.

Another responsibility songwriters face is looking after their mental and physical

health. Aural health is particularly important: Sutton Hearing (2023) suggests hearing

check-ups “at least once every decade”, while Help Musicians (2024) recommend

more frequent checks for musicians, stating that “musicians suffer noise-induced

hearing loss more than the general population”. It is sensible for songwriters to avoid

noise levels exceeding 75dB, and to wear adequate hearing protection when this is

unavoidable, such as using ear plugs. This aids prevention of conditions such as

tinnitus and hyperacusis (worsened by hearing damage (Keuninckx, 2024)), which

can affect a songwriter’s ability to work. Additional self-care may involve vocal/bodily

warm-ups, staying hydrated and well-nourished, and maintaining exercise and sleep

routines. These factors contribute to the quality of writing and the amount of time a

songwriter can spend on their craft. In other industries, mistreated equipment will not

work effectively; this applies to our bodies and minds as songwriters, especially as

these are irreplaceable assets.

Financial and Legal Issues
A major legal responsibility is avoiding copyright infringement. Cases can be settled

outside of court, such as the 2021 dispute between Olivia Rodrigo and Taylor Swift

(settled through the retroactive addition of various co-writers to Rodrigo’s debut

album (2021)). Rodrigo nonetheless lost millions of dollars in royalties, due to the

popularity of the songs (Johnson, 2021). Regardless, Sarah Cheeley (n.d.) says,

“Rodrigo was wise to grant songwriting credits before lawsuits were filed, thus saving

a great amount of time, money, and further bad publicity”.

Some cases go to court, which can be costly and damage reputation, irrespective of

the outcome. Ed Sheeran (The Howard Stern Show, 2023) discusses the impact of
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his court battle with the Estate of Ed Townsend despite winning the case (Lost in

Music, 2023):

Either way, you lose [...] there’s also the stain on your reputation. For the

whole of your life, there’s always a question mark [...] Ed Sheeran stole this!

That doesn’t go away.

Despite perceived creative limitations songwriters face, it’s imperative to avoid

‘copying’ our inspirations.

Financial considerations include equipment - studio spaces incur high costs, so

many songwriters have a home setup. Making enough money can be challenging.

Songwriters can apply for support funds through the PRS Foundation (2024), such

as the Open Fund for Music Creators. Organisations like PRS for Music and MCPS

pay songwriters through the distribution of performance and mechanical royalties

(PRS for Music, 2024). Cope (2009:36) says, “music publishers are often the first

and only port of call for songwriters [...] seeking to have their songs earn them some

cash”.

Marketing and Promotional Aspects of the Profession
Nowadays, many songwriters use social media to market their music. Katie

Gregson-Macleod’s song ‘complex (demo)’ (2022a) gained popularity on TikTok

(2022b) almost instantaneously, prior to its official release. Whilst this trajectory is

unpredictable, Gregson-Macleod has used social media to expand her fan base. Her

professional development is evidenced through the release of two subsequent EPs

(2022c, 2023a), a headline tour (Gregson-Macleod, Katie, 2023b) and performances

alongside Nina Nesbitt (Oman, 2024), among others.

Songwriters like Nell Mescal (2024) and Maisie Peters (2024) utilise short-form

content featuring performance clips and captions aimed at target audiences to gain

traction. Alongside promoting pending/recently-released songs, these songwriters

sustain engagement through temporary content such as Instagram stories. Some

songwriters host interactive promotional events; Lauran Hibberd staged an in-store

tour (Linkfire, 2024) in advance of her headline tour (2024a), promoting her
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sophomore album (2024b). These strategies establish a sense of branding/rapport

with a fan base and promote songs to potential audiences, meanwhile contributing to

artist development.

Another promotional tactic is encouraging people to cover a song. Katie

Gregson-Macleod (2024) actively encouraged a thread of cover videos on Tiktok for

an original song (unreleased at the time of writing). Through reposting content,

Gregson-Macleod actively engages with her fan base whilst reminding viewers of an

upcoming release. This builds anticipation by bringing about discourse around the

song and introducing it to audiences before they have wider access to it. I think this

will result in popularity for the song upon release.

As an independent songwriter, a promotional method I have employed is bringing a

mailing list sign-up to my gigs, so that when I release music, I have an audience to

contact. This also allows me to schedule a newsletter outlining my musical updates

and plans.

Intellectual and Personal Challenges Presented by the Profession
Songwriting presents the personal challenge of impostor syndrome. Kate Davies

(2019:83) discusses the correlation between social media and self-doubt in

creatives:

We live in a digitally connected world [...] creative individuals are continually

sharing their work [...]. Sometimes the inspiring stream can also become a

well-spring of damaging self-criticism. Sometimes, our own hesitancy, our fear

of being judged, our sense of somehow needing to ask permission [...] can

stymie our creativity.

Phoebe Bridgers discusses her experience with impostor syndrome: “I experience

[writer’s block] 100% of the time. And then when I do write, I have impostor

syndrome”, following up with, “I’ve always had the same writing style, where it takes

[...] years to write one song” (Song Exploder, 2020).
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As is the case in most workplaces, there are occasionally people with whom we don’t

align, or whose ideas we disagree with. Cope (2009:14) asserts that:

There will be times when we might have to write songs for people who we

don’t get on with [...], but if we want to pursue songwriting as a profession,

then we have to adopt the professional attitude that will get us through it with

a great song at the end.

For songwriters, it is crucial to remain open to compromise despite interpersonal

challenges. According to Cope (2009:26), “When egos collide, it’s important that the

well-being of the song remains the focus”. The maintenance of a professional

attitude establishes mutual respect and separates casual songwriting from

professional songwriting; a creative setting doesn’t absolve us of hard work. Cope

(2009:14) says, “It’s called songwriting because someone has to do the writing - us”.

Career Progression/Development Opportunities
Within the songwriting sector, opportunities for career progression and professional

development may include releasing music independently; signing a record deal or

publishing deal through organisations such as the Universal Music Publishing Group

(2024); specialising (toplining or library music); having music featured on the radio,

placed in a curated playlist (such as Spotify’s (n.d.) New Music Friday), or in media

publications such as TV, film and advertising; working with other songwriters; and

recognition through awards such as the Grammys, an initiative which seeks to

‘recognise excellence in the recording arts and sciences’ (Recording Academy, n.d.).

Maisie Peters and Joe Rubel collaborated on the soundtrack for Apple TV’s ‘Trying:

Season 2’ (2021a). This was released prior to Peters’ debut album (2021b), arguably

garnering publicity for her as an emerging artist. The soundtrack features several

accomplished artists, including James Bay and Bear’s Den, an incentive for wider

audiences. This demonstrates how networking can help to further a songwriter’s

career.

Another potential career path is leading songwriting workshops. This can be an

individual or collaborative endeavour. I attended Findlay Napier and Willie
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Campbell’s Songwriting retreat at Black Bay Studio (Black Bay Studio, 2023). These

songwriters used their expertise and personable attitudes to guide participants

through the creative process, focusing on authenticity and songcraft. Songwriting

workshops provide insight into the workings of a writing environment and recording

demos, an essential skill in a songwriting career. As Andrew West (2016:62,63)

notes,

[...] demos, once performances that merely sought to illustrate the basic

compositional shape of the text, have become more like records, with the

onus upon the songwriter to create a fully dimensional and immersive

representation.

Professional songwriters can harness their experience to create educational

workshops and earn a living.

How Can I Apply This to My Practice?
Although I am a novice, I aim to take some important steps in my career in the near

future. These include networking with peers to create varied co-writing opportunities;

performing at open-mic and uni-hosted events; posting songwriting content online

alongside promotional content for my upcoming release; and pitching my song to

radio stations. I am currently planning the release of my first song. This involves

finding a distributor and registering for royalties; designing cover art; setting a

release date; recording and editing video content; and writing content for my mailing

list. I plan to perform the song live, closer to its release date.

Conclusion
In conclusion, songwriting is a multi-faceted area of the music industry, which

demands a well-rounded, holistic approach, a determined work ethic and a robust

professional attitude. There are several roles within this sector, but overall,

songwriters must maintain a balance of routine, graft, networking and promotion to

achieve success. I intend to use my time at Leeds Conservatoire to gain a better

understanding of the songwriting profession, and to further my artistic development,

networking to build meaningful connections with other songwriters that will sustain

each stage of my career in the creative industries.
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