
 

 

Thought Leader Interview with  
Jeffrey Epstein, Music Industry Executive 

 
with Stephen Waite, November 30, 2010 

 
 

	  

Technology Analysis  for Business  & Investment 

In this Thought Leader Interview, Jeffrey Epstein, long-time music industry executive formerly with 
Disc Makers and Elite Artist Services, talks about how technology will continue to reshape the music 
landscape. Some of the key takeaways from our interview with Jeff include: 

• Social networks are flourishing but there isn’t a clear leader in the music market yet. MySpace 
failed to give artists and bands tools to engage their fans and this has opened the door to new 
entrants, such as Apple’s Ping.  

• Major artists are migrating to Ping and independent artists are seeking entry. There is a 
potential for something greater than merely a music discovery platform to evolve. Twitter’s 
integration with Ping suggests that Apple plans to use other social and information networks 
to drive iTunes traffic. 

• Facebook’s music strategy has yet to emerge and so far consists mostly of fan pages and 
driving more sales on iTunes. It remains to be seen whether Steve Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg 
can come to terms on a Ping/Facebook integration deal, but the potential of such a 
collaboration between the biggest social network and the leading online music provider would 
be considerable. 

• Google’s future in music, while full of potential given the enormous success of YouTube and 
Android, remains clouded by a lack of leadership; however, the company is looking for an 
executive to run this segment and the right fit might give Apple and iTunes some serious 
competition. 

• Dozens of music companies have emerged across a range of verticals in recent years. Few are 
making money currently and there is likely to be a weeding out in coming quarters. Notable 
digital music success stories include Pandora, Topspin Media and Spotify, although this last 
has yet to nail down a winning strategy in the U.S. 

 

The interview includes an Appendix containing a list and brief description of emerging music 
companies across several verticals. 
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SW:  Great to be with you today, Jeff. There’s a lot to discuss. We recently saw Apple launch a music social network called 
Ping. What’s your take on Apple’s Ping and its potential in the market? 
 
JE: I believe there is huge potential for Ping. Apple currently commands 90% of the digital music market. 
Ping has been billed as a social music discovery service. The social aspect of Ping has the potential to generate 
a huge volume of digital music sales. It isn’t clear what Apple’s entire strategy is with Ping. To date, it has 
been relatively closed to the outside world. Apple has authorized only 2,000 artists today and these are mostly 
major artists with large fan bases. Though distributors such as TuneCore and CD Baby, who service the indie 
community, are now engaged with Ping, the manual approval process required has slowed down the growth 
of Ping’s artist community. I expect to see more independent artists on Ping in coming months but there are 
likely to be growing pains associated with the build out of the social music network.  
 
Apple seems keen to build relationships with other social and information technology platforms. The recent 
deal with Twitter is a case in point. There is a lack of Facebook integration today and I suspect that Steve 
Jobs and Mark Zuckerberg will eventually find a way to work together just as MySpace has recently integrated 
with Facebook. There is no question in my mind that Facebook could become a driving force of future 
iTunes music sales. I think the jury is still out on how important Ping will be to both major and indie artists 
and labels in their social media and e-commerce strategies. But like everything else Apple touches, I believe 
Ping will develop into an effective and first-class tool for the music industry. Mr. Jobs has a Midas touch.  
 
SW:  MySpace lost what appeared to be a dominant position in the music social networking space. What happened there? 
 
JE: Before the rise of Facebook and Twitter, musicians did not have a social network presence unless they 
had a MySpace account. There are many reasons suggested why MySpace fell as far and as fast as it did. For 
one, MySpace was slow to adapt to user's requests and we know that technology moves quickly. Adaptation is 
paramount in the digital music market today. Companies that are slow to adapt to technology change are 
bound to get left in the dust.  Another issue for MySpace was they had intrusive advertisements that 
cannibalized artists branding. So the message they were sending was that MySpace was about selling ads and 
not servicing the interests of artists. In addition, MySpace did not handle their assets very well. For example, 
they acquired imeem.com, shut the service down, and didn't attempt to merge imeem’s user's accounts. 
MySpace got way too big, too fast, and became complacent, resulting in a mass exodus of users and 
supporters. 
 
MySpace gave artists a platform, but they have failed thus far in giving artists and labels the proper tools to 
engage their fans. The technology in Facebook proved to be far superior to that of MySpace from the 
beginning.  It is interesting to note today that MySpace is now working with Facebook to integrate the social 
networks. It seems to me that MySpace is conceding that they aren’t a social network but rather a social 
entertainment destination. With Ping, Apple has a golden opportunity to capitalize on MySpace’s misguided 
strategy.  

 
SW:  Facebook hasn’t made music a big focus yet although many artists and bands are on the social network and are using it. 
Do you think Facebook can become a force in music and, if so, what will it take?    
 
JE:  Though Facebook claims not to have any plans to launch a music service, with over 500 million-plus 
users - that’s over 7% of the world’s population – I believe the company could easily enter the music space 



Thought Leader Interviews | November 2010   ©Research 2.0 - Page 3 

and give iTunes and others a serious run for their money. This probably explains why Steve and Mark are 
having some difficulty coming to terms. There are currently a lot of terrific third party music apps for 
Facebook that help artists and bands promote and sell their music, including iLike, Last.FM, ReverbNation 
and Root Music. If Facebook offered comparable or superior services to artists and bands, it would be a huge 
win for them and surely give the company advantage in gaining music market share.  
 
SW:  Google seems intent on going head to head with Apple in music. What are you expecting to see from Google in coming 
months in the music space? 
 
JE:  Since Google’s acquisition of Simplify Media – a company that pioneered music streaming in the cloud – 
it has been no secret that the company has been making the rounds with all the major labels with plans to 
launch a download store and cloud music service, possibly as early as Christmastime. With the success of 
YouTube in video and Android in the mobile space, Google’s pending music services could pose a threat to 
Apple and Ping. Apple acquired Lala earlier this year – Lala was also a pioneer of digital music technology in 
the cloud – and seems to also have plans to migrate iTunes to the cloud. Google is actively searching for an 
executive to head up their digital music division. It will certainly be interesting to see who they hire and how 
their music activities evolve in coming months.  
 
SW: We’ve talked in the past about the fact that music is thriving unlike ever before but the industry that supports it is 
struggling.   There are only four major labels today. What must they do to survive in the digital music age? 
 
JE: I agree with Eric Garland, CEO of Big Champagne, who said this about the future of music: “You have 
to put at least as much energy, money, and focus on building the new business as you do into protecting the 
old business." The major labels are currently faced with a lot of challenges; it is almost impossible to know 
where to start. They have to jettison an antiquated and broken system and evolve new strategies that are 
aligned with the new technologies.  
 
A study released by the NPD Group noted that streaming music is growing faster than music downloading in 
North America. Their findings in the study illuminated a dual dilemma facing the majors: streaming music in 
the cloud does quell illegal file sharing; however, major labels won’t pull these fans away from pirating 
without also deterring them from legal digital music sites like iTunes.  Since streaming does not, at this 
juncture, pay more than downloads, the labels have no incentive to promote the development of more robust 
streaming services. The online ecosystem of digital music is an essential key to the future of the music 
industry.  If too many resources are spent in protecting the present model and not enough in re-building it, 
the future of the major labels is bleak. Today there are four major labels – Warner, Universal, Sony and EMI. 
And it looks like we could be down to three major labels soon with EMI teetering on the brink of bankruptcy 
and mired in legal troubles.  
 
SW:  Is there any hope for EMI, which was once a crown jewel in the music industry and now seems to be a poster child for the 
book “Blown to Bits”?  
 
JE:  It is too late at this point in time for EMI to be thinking about a digital strategy. The company has a 
wonderful history with The Beatles, Pink Floyd and many other talented artists who have generated billions 
of dollars in the past. EMI has a tremendous music publishing business that is valuable and will continue to 
be valuable in the years ahead. However, EMI has lost its luster with established artists. Many established 
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artists (e.g., Queen, which was a cornerstone for EMI), while respecting EMI’s history, have chosen not to 
align themselves with the label today. Big, modern selling artists, like Radiohead, who grew up in the digital 
age have no interest in working with the company. To quote Elvis Costello from his song, “Crimes of Paris:”  
 
I tried to hold on to you but I don't know how 
And I find it hard to swallow good advice 
Like going down three times to only come up twice 
 
One thing I will say about EMI to their credit is that they were finally able to come to terms with Steve Jobs 
and Apple and bring the Beatles catalog exclusively into iTunes. One could see the move as desperation on 
EMI’s part given the fragile financial state of the company today. Nevertheless, it was a win-win deal and 
both companies should profit from it. When I look at the total picture, I find it difficult to see EMI remaining 
independent in the future.  
 
SW:  We’ve seen a proliferation of digital startups in the music industry over the past several years. I know you have spoken with 
many of them and consulted with a few. Can you give us a list of emerging music companies that have caught your eye?  
 
JE: There are many companies out there today innovating in the digital music space. They way I like to look 
at what’s happening is to break things down into various verticals such as digital marketing/e-commerce, 
radio, distribution, promotion and recording. We have a host of companies in digital marketing/e-commerce, 
including Topspin Media, Bandcamp, ReverbNation, Loudbytes and Nimbit.  In radio, we have streaming 
services such as Pandora, Last.fm, Spotify, Rdio, and Soundtrckr. In digital distribution, there is TuneCore, 
CDBaby, The Orchard, InGrooves, IODA, Amalgam Digital and Guvera. In the music promotion vertical, 
we have Headliner.fm, FanBridge, Our Stage and SonicBids. In recording/tools, we have companies such as 
Indaba, Sound Cloud and Sound Ops (Editor’s note: For more on these companies, please see Appendix 
below).  
 
SW:  Pandora has been a big hit since they launched an application for their service on iTunes. What’s your view of the company 
and its prospects? 
 
JE: Tim Westergren and his team have had to overcome a lot of adversity in reaching an acceptable royalty 
rate with music companies before achieving an impressive number of users, which totals around 50 million 
today. Pandora users account for nearly 50% of all internet listening hours, which is amazing. Their passion, 
flexibility and tenacity as the custodians of the Music Genome Project have made Pandora the iTunes of 
streaming internet radio. Smartphones and mobile applications technology have been a huge blessing to 
Pandora. You could say the company was in the right place at the right time. It never hurts to have good 
fortune on your side, especially when it comes to bringing an innovative technology or service to market. You 
have to be happy for guys like Tim, who has worked incessantly to make his company the success that it is 
today. I expect Pandora to continue to do well in the future.  
 
SW:  Among the other emerging companies you mentioned, do you have a sense of who has staying power in the market? 
 
JE:  Of the emerging music companies I mentioned earlier, I think Pandora and Topspin Media have a 
proven track record and a solid foundation upon which to build. A general observation is that many of the 
young music companies I have worked with or have spoken to are generating revenue but are not close to 
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profitability.  We are likely to see some weeding out in coming months. A few companies that have terrific 
offerings that I hope succeed include Guvera, HeadlinerFM, Loudbytes and Spotify.  
 
SW:  Spotify seems to be doing well in Europe but hasn’t yet made it across the ocean. What’s your view of Spotify’s prospect in 
the U.S.? 
 
I’m cautiously optimistic about Spotify’s prospects in America.  The concept of free music streaming is 
appealing on many levels. My sense is that a lot of people in the U.S. music industry have lost faith in free 
streaming and the ability to monetize a subscription model.  Clearly the biggest challenge and hurdle for 
Spotify is getting the major labels and music publishers to have a change of heart and convince them the 
freemium model can be successful. (Editor’s note: The freemium model is a business model that works by 
offering basic Web services, or a basic downloadable digital product, for free, while charging a premium for 
advanced or special features.)  
 
SW: You’ve worked with thousands of independent artists and bands over the years. How has digital technology changed the way 
you and other professionals like you work with the independent artist?  
  
JE:  Let me first state that there has never been a better time to be an independent artist. Digital technology 
has given many diverse options and tools to make it easier and more cost effective for an independent artist 
or label to create and distribute their music, and also engage and build a fan base. The biggest challenge for 
these independent artists has been finding the balance in creating great music and running their own business, 
as well as becoming savvy marketers to effectively monetize their brand for a direct-to-fan business model. 
Major artists such as Trent Reznor, Amanda Palmer and Radiohead have paved the way and proven that an 
independent effort and direct-to-fan model can be effective and prosperous, without the alliance of a major 
label. 
 
SW:  One last question, Jeff. If you were asked to name three of the most innovative people – those who are out ahead of the 
technology curve – in the music industry today, who would they be? 
 
JE:  There are many innovators in the music industry for which I have great respect. If I had to name the 
three who I believe have pushed the envelope of music technology and have significantly changed the way 
artists and labels market and sell their music as well as the way music fans discover and experience music, I 
would say Steve Jobs at Apple, Ian Rogers at Topspin Media, and Tim Westergren of Pandora.   
 
SW: Thanks again for your time today, Jeff. We enjoyed speaking with you and look forward to seeing how the music business 
evolves in the future. 
 

About Jeffrey Epstein 
 Jeffrey Epstein is a multi-dimensional music industry executive with 
over twenty years of experience and knowledge. His life-long mission is 
assisting musicians and music companies and helping them elevate 
their fortunes and brands.  During his career, Jeff has worked with 
every major powerhouse and major independent labels. In his recent 
role as VP of Business Development and Artist Acquisition, Jeff 
launched and managed the day-to-day operations of Elite Artist 	  
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Services, a division of Disc Makers. At Elite, he worked with established artists such as Julian Lennon, 
Ronnie Spector, WPA, & Skeelo. He has twelve years of optical media, custom packaging, marketing and 
distribution experience as the Sales & Marketing Director for Disc Makers in New York City. Jeff was also 
the creator and executive producer of Disc Makers Independent Music World Series, which for over a decade 
showcased the talents of over 230 top independent artists in ten cities around the U.S. and awarded over 
$1,500,000 in prizes. Jeff has worked as an advertising/marketing executive at legendary music publications 
Circus Magazine and Creem Magazine. He is a recording artist who also owned and operated the critically 
acclaimed indie label, Cropduster Records. He is currently an independent consultant working with leading 
and emerging music and entertainment brands including ReverbNation, Topspin Media, Audiolife and 
Denon Electronics. 
	  
For access to the complete library of Research 2.0’s Thought Leaders Interview, please visit: 
http://www.research2zero.com/TL 
	  
 
 
 
Appendix:  A List and Brief Description of Emerging Music Companies  
	  
Digital Music Marketing/E-commerce: 
 
Topspin Media: A technology-focused direct-to-fan marketing, management, and distribution platform. The 
company helps artists manage their catalogs, connect with fans, and generate demand for music. 
http://www.topspinmedia.com 
 
Bandcamp:  A publishing platform for bands that provides tools to help them build fan bases. 
http://bandcamp.com/ 
 
ReverbNation:  Online music marketing platform used by over 500,000 artists, managers, record labels, and 
venues to increase their reach, influence, and business across the internet. The company provides free and 
affordable solutions to individual artists and the music industry professionals that support them in the areas 
of web promotion, fan relationship management, digital distribution, social-media marketing, direct-to-fan e-
commerce, fan behavior measurement, sentiment tracking, website hosting, and concert booking and 
promotion.   http://www.reverbnation.com/ 
 
Loudbytes:  Provides artists, record labels, and corporate clients with physical solutions to distribute digital 
music and media. The company recently signed an agreement with music reporting agency Nielsen 
SoundScan that establishes a new framework for digital music downloads to be bundled and sold with an 
almost endless variety of merchandise using Loudbytes download codes and its online redemption platform.  
http://loudbytes.com/  
 
Nimbit:  Powers the brand and business of thousands of successful artists by giving them the ability to easily 
market and sell their music and products (digital and physical) directly to fans, wherever they are.  
http://www.nimbit.com/ 



Thought Leader Interviews | November 2010   ©Research 2.0 - Page 7 

 
Streaming Radio: 
 
Pandora:  An online music streaming platform based on a proprietary innovation called The Music Genome 
Project (MGP). The MGP is the most comprehensive analysis of music ever undertaken, complied by a team 
of fifty musician-analysts who listen to music one song at a time, studying and collecting literally hundreds of 
musical details on every song. Users can create up to 100 unique "stations” and refine them based on listener 
preferences. http://www.pandora.com/ 
 
Last.fm:  Last.fm is a free music recommendation service. Last.fm lets users effortlessly keep a record of 
what they listen to from any player. Based on the listener’s tastes, Last.fm recommends more music and 
concerts.  http://www.last.fm/ 
 
Spotify:  A streaming music service that gives users access to thousands of songs in the cloud.  
http://www.spotify.com/int/new-user/ 
 
Rdio:  A music discovery service that works through a user’s friends and followers. Rdio works in the 
browser, on the desktop, and on Android, BlackBerry and iPhone smartphones. Rdio also provides music 
downloads.  http://www.rdio.com/ 
 
Soundtrckr:  A free music service that blends Internet radio, social networking and location awareness.  
http://www.soundtrckr.com/app/home 
 
Digital Music Distribution: 
 
TuneCore:  A large and fast growing music distributor. Trent Reznor of Nine Inch Nails sums up what the 
company does for artists and bands: "Use TuneCore to get your music everywhere."  http://www.tunecore.com/ 
 
CDBaby:  A large online distributor of independent music. Founded by Derek Sivers, the company was 
acquired by Disc Makers Inc. in 2008 for $22 million.   http://www.cdbaby.com/ 
 
The Orchard:  An independent music and video distributor specializing in comprehensive digital strategies 
for content owners.  http://www.theorchard.com/ 
 
INgrooves:  Isolation Network is a digital media distribution and technology company that provides various 
software development, distribution and marketing services via its INgrooves and ONE Digital divisions.   
http://www.ingrooves.com/ 
 
IODA:  A digital media distribution company that has a catalog of nearly two million tracks that is licensed to 
more than 400 digital storefronts worldwide. IODA's retail partner network includes all major digital music 
services like iTunes, Amazon MP3 and MySpace Music, and mobile carriers and outlets such as Verizon 
Wireless, Sprint and Nokia.  http://www.iodalliance.com/ 
 
Amalgam Digital:  Amalgam Digital is a music discovery and community engagement platform. The 
company “amalgamates” the splintered music landscape by sourcing, developing and marketing music talent 
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through its web-based platform. Artists upload their music and become instant vendors through AD’s online 
store. AD also offers artists premium services such as digital distribution, marketing and PR.  
http://amalgamdigital.com 

Guvera:  Delivers free music over the web through an innovative ad-based model. Users search for music 
they want to listen to and then select the advertising brand that will pay for each piece of music. Users then 
visit a channel for the brand and listen to the music. While on the channel, users discover other music. 
https://www.guvera.com/ 
 
Music Promotion: 
 
Headliner.fm:  A band and artist-endorsed social media promotion exchange connecting bands and artists to 
new fans. http://headliner.fm/ 
   
FanBridge:  Provides tools and services that help bands connect with fans.  http://www.fanbridge.com/ 
 
OurStage:  A platform that lets artists and bands connect directly with fans. The platform fosters an ongoing 
conversation between the musician, the music lover, and the people who open doors for artists and bands. 
http://www.ourstage.com/ 
 
SonicBids:  A place where any band from any genre anywhere in the world can come to find and connect 
with any type of music promoter, licensor or broadcaster easily, effectively, and quickly.  
http://www.sonicbids.com/ 
 
Digital Recording/Tools: 
 
Indaba:  A platform that offers tools and services that help musicians across all aspects of their careers – 
from networking and education to production, promotion, and distribution.  http://www.indabamusic.com/ 
 
Sound Cloud:  A platform that lets users move music quickly and easily. Sound Cloud’s platform takes the 
daily hassle out of receiving, sharing & distributing music for artists, record labels & other music 
professionals.  http://soundcloud.com/ 
 
Sound Ops:  An online mastering studio that offers a new generation of audio mastering and specialty post-
production to musicians.  http://www.soundops.com/ 
 
 
 


