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A £8 billion industry with a £20,700 problem
The UK music industry has never been bigger. Musician earnings have never been more

unequal. This report puts the two facts side by side, using the most recent industry data

from UK Music, Help Musicians, the Musicians' Union, Equity, and ONS-adjacent sources.

Sources: UK Music — This Is Music 2025; Help Musicians / Musicians' Union — Musicians' Census; Musicians' Union membership data.

W H A T ' S  I N  T H I S  R E P O R T

§ 1 — The paradox. Industry revenue at a record high; artist income stagnant.

§ 2 — Who earns what. The four-tier distribution behind the headline average.

§ 3 — Earnings by role and city. Performers, producers, session players — and the London premium.

§ 4 — The five income streams. Why no single source is enough.

§ 5 — The 50% rule. Teaching, hospitality and freelance work as a subsidy.

§ 6 — Structural pressure. Streaming, venue closures, Brexit, oversupply.

§ 7 — Inequality. Race, geography, and the industry-growth disconnect.

§ 8 — The access gap. Why the real problem isn't demand — it's access.

£8bn
UK  MUS IC  INDUSTRY
GVA ,  2025

£20,700
AVERAGE  ANNUAL
MUSIC  INCOME

43%
MUSIC IANS  EARN ING
UNDER  £ 14K

50%+
RELY  ON  NON-MUS IC
INCOME

A  W O R D  O N  T H E  D A T A

Every figure in this report is drawn from publicly available UK industry surveys, trade-body releases and
mainstream press coverage from 2023–2026. No proprietary GigXchange data is used here — that's published
separately in the monthly GigXchange Index. Full source list on the back cover.
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§  1    T H E  P A R A D O X

S E C T I O N  O N E

The £8 billion paradox
The UK music industry contributes around £8 billion to the economy every year. Streaming

revenue is at a record high, live music has bounced back past pre-pandemic levels, and UK

music exports are a national success story. The headline numbers for individual musicians

tell a completely different story.

H E A D L I N E  A V E R A G E S

Averages are misleading in music more than most industries. A handful of very high earners drag the mean upwards; the median is a
more honest reflection of what a working musician actually takes home.

“43% of UK musicians earn under £14,000 a year from music.
That's below the full-time equivalent of the UK minimum
wage.”
H E L P  M U S I C I A N S  ·  M U S I C I A N S '  C E N S U S

W H Y  T H E  I N D U S T R Y  H E A D L I N E  I S  M I S L E A D I N G

UK Music's annual This Is Music report counts everything — recording, publishing, live, streaming, merchandise, exports —
and attributes gross value added (GVA) across the industry. Most of that value doesn't reach individual performers.
Streaming payouts flow primarily to labels and publishers; live music revenue is concentrated in a small number of arena
and festival acts; the long tail of working musicians is not where the money goes.

F I G U R E £  /  Y E A R S O U R C E

Average income from music £20,700 Help Musicians — Musicians' Census

Musicians earning 100% from music £30,000 UK Music — This Is Music 2025

General "musician" salary estimate £25,000–£31,000 Glassdoor UK

Cut-off: bottom 43% earn under £14,000 Musicians' Census
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§  2    W H O  E A R N S  W H A T

S E C T I O N  T W O

The four-tier income ladder
Musician earnings in the UK fall into four roughly stable tiers. The shape of the distribution is the story: the bottom tier is
bigger than all three others combined.

Share bands are our best estimate based on Musicians' Census distribution data, Musicians' Union member surveys, and publicly
reported salary ranges. The key number is the bottom one: the entry-level tier is where most musicians sit, and it pays below minimum
wage equivalent.

T H E  M O B I L I T Y  Q U E S T I O N

Getting from tier one to tier two takes roughly 3–5 years of consistent gigging and network-building, on Musicians' Union
survey evidence. Getting from tier two to tier three takes another 5–10 years and almost always requires diversification
beyond live performance — teaching, production, session work, or sync. The jump to tier four is largely driven by access to
a small number of high-budget channels (major-label session work, advertising sync, established touring circuits).

T I E R
I N C O M E
B A N D

S H A R E W H A T  I T  L O O K S  L I K E  I N  P R A C T I C E

Entry-level / struggling £0 – £14,000 ~40–
50%

Weekend gigs, open mics, small-fee pub work; music is unlikely
to be the main income

Emerging / semi-
professional

£15,000 –
£30,000

~25–
30%

Regular function work, some teaching, session dates; viable if
combined with a part-time job

Sustainable full-time £30,000 –
£50,000

~15–
20%

Function-band circuit, established session work, mid-tier
touring; music is the primary income

Top tier £50,000+ ~5–10% Established producers, in-demand session players, touring acts
with international reach

W H Y  T H E  M E D I A N  M A T T E R S  M O R E  T H A N  T H E  M E A N

If one producer pulls in £500,000 a year and ninety-nine pub guitarists clear £4,000 each, the "average" musician
in that set earns £8,960 — a figure that describes literally none of them. The median (middle) earner in that set
earns £4,000. This is why the Musicians' Census "43% under £14k" figure is the one that matters, not the £20,700
average.
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§  3    R O L E S  &  C I T I E S

S E C T I O N  T H R E E

Earnings by role and city
Three roles account for the vast majority of UK music earnings. The gap between them is wider than most people expect.

T Y P I C A L  E A R N I N G S  B Y  R O L E  U K  N A T I O N A L

Sources: Indeed UK (performer), Glassdoor UK (producer), Salary Expert (session). Session and production earnings are materially higher
than live-performance earnings because both are repeat-contract work with less dependence on venue-booking networks.

T H E  L O N D O N  P R E M I U M

London-based musicians earn more on average — around £30,000 versus a £20,700 national figure — but the gap is
almost entirely swallowed by London's cost of living. Musicians in London report higher gross earnings and lower
disposable income than colleagues in the North of England or Scotland. The best-paid UK live-music market on a net-of-
rent basis is Edinburgh and Glasgow, where function-band fees are the country's highest and rental costs are materially
lower than London's.

Sources: Glassdoor UK (London premium), Help Musicians (national avg), ONS family-spending (rent share, approx. for working musician
bracket).

R O L E
T Y P I C A L  £  /

Y E A R
W H Y  T H E  F I G U R E  S I T S  W H E R E  I T  D O E S

Performer (live-music
focused)

£20,000 – £25,000 Dependent on gig volume; highly seasonal; heavy weekend
weighting

Producer £41,000 Repeat project work, studio day rates, production royalties

Session musician £49,000 Union-rate sessions, ad/TV/film work, reliable commission

£30k
LONDON AVG  EARN INGS

£20.7k
UK  NAT IONAL  AVG

~45%
LONDON RENT  SHARE  OF
INCOME

W H E R E  T H E  B E S T - P A I D  G I G S  A C T U A L L Y  A R E

Our GigXchange Index (April 2026 issue) shows Edinburgh topping the country for 3–4 piece wedding fees at
£1,779 median, with Glasgow second at £1,678 — both ahead of London's £1,355 median. London has the widest
spread of any city (£865 budget to £2,444 top-end), but Scotland pays more consistently at the top end.
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§  4    I N C O M E  S T R E A M S

S E C T I O N  F O U R

The five income streams
Almost no working UK musician earns from one source. The Musicians' Census shows the

typical active musician draws income from between four and six distinct streams. The mix

is the career.

§  1  —  L I V E  G I G S  &  T O U R I N G

The headline activity, and the one most musicians started for. It's also the most volatile. Weekend-heavy, seasonally
skewed (function season runs May–September; pub circuit runs year-round but pays least), and highly dependent on local
booker networks. For a mid-tier gigging act, live accounts for 40–60% of annual music income.

§  2  —  T E A C H I N G

The single most underrated income line in UK music. Private one-to-one teaching at £30–£50/hour, peripatetic school
contracts at £25–£40/hour, and online lessons through Lessonface / Musika / Tomplay all compound into a stable
weekday income that fills the gap between weekend gigs. For many sustainable full-time musicians, teaching is not a
fallback — it's the base load.

§  3  —  S T R E A M I N G  R O Y A L T I E S

A headline number that rarely translates to meaningful income. Spotify pays roughly £0.003–£0.005 per stream, and the
majority goes to labels and publishers before it reaches the performer. A mid-tier UK indie band with 50,000 monthly
Spotify listeners typically clears £80–£200/month from streaming across all platforms — useful, but not a salary.

§  4  —  S E S S I O N  W O R K  &  S Y N C  /  L I C E N S I N G

The highest-paying line by far, per hour of work. Session dates pay £180–£400 per session at MU rates; ad sync can pay
low-four-to-five figures per placement; film & TV sync sits in similar territory. Access is gated by reputation and network,
which is why it skews heavily to London and to established players.

§  5  —  M E R C H A N D I S E  &  D I R E C T - T O - F A N

Increasingly material for artists with a strong live following. Merchandise margins at gigs run 60–80%; Bandcamp takes
10–15% versus streaming's 70–85% label/publisher cut. For a touring act, merch and direct sales now routinely beat
streaming income.
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§  5    T H E  5 0 %  R U L E

S E C T I O N  F I V E

The 50% rule — the non-music subsidy
More than half of active UK musicians rely on non-music income to sustain a music career.

The music industry is, in effect, subsidised by hospitality, freelance creative work and

teaching — not the other way round.

“Over 50% of UK musicians report earning a material share of
their income from non-music work. Without that subsidy,
many could not sustain an active music career.”
M U S I C I A N S '  U N I O N  U K

W H A T  T H E  S E C O N D  J O B  U S U A L L Y  I S

Shares approximate and overlap (many musicians combine two or more of these). Sources: Musicians' Union member surveys,
Musicians' Census respondent data, Help Musicians financial-resilience research.

S E C O N D A R Y  I N C O M E
S H A R E  O F

M U S I C I A N S
W H Y  I T  F I T S

Teaching (private, peripatetic, online) ~32% Stackable around gigs; uses the same skill set;
weekday-heavy

Hospitality (bar, venue, events) ~18% Flexible hours; proximity to the gigging network

Freelance creative work (design,
audio, film)

~14% Remote-friendly; adjacent skill set; rate-based

Admin / office / unrelated day job ~21% Stability for mortgage / family; often 3–4 day week

Sole secondary-career — music is the
side

~15% Music as passion project, not primary income

W H A T  T H I S  S A Y S  A B O U T  T H E  I N D U S T R Y

An industry where half the workforce needs a second job isn't failing because the work isn't valued — people pay
£8 billion a year for UK music. It's failing because the money doesn't flow to the people making the music.
Streaming, promoter margins, venue economics and booking networks all concentrate the value upstream of the
performer.
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§  6    S T R U C T U R A L  P R E S S U R E

S E C T I O N  S I X

Four structural headwinds
Earnings aren't low because musicians are bad at business. They're low because four structural forces actively pull fees
downwards.

T H E  B O O K I N G - N E T W O R K  B O T T L E N E C K

Underneath all four pressures sits a single recurring complaint in the Musicians' Census: access to paid bookings is gated
by informal networks. Musicians without an existing relationship with a booking agent, a function-band MD, a pub landlord
or a local promoter routinely cannot get on the calendar. This is what makes the UK live-music market illiquid — and
illiquidity always depresses prices for the seller.

P R E S S U R E  1

Streaming economics

Consumption is at an all-time high; per-stream
payouts to performers are a fraction of a penny.
The 1,000-streams-to-a-pound arithmetic means
mid-tier artists cannot sustain careers on recorded
music alone.

P R E S S U R E  2

Grassroots venue closures

Around 125 UK grassroots venues closed in a single
year recently (Evening Standard). Every closure
removes a regular booker, a stage, and a training
ground for working musicians. The pipeline shrinks.

P R E S S U R E  3

Post-Brexit touring costs

Carnets, visas, per-diem caps, freight restrictions
and cabotage rules all make EU touring materially
less profitable than it was. For developing UK acts,
Europe used to be the natural second market; now
it's often a loss-leader.

P R E S S U R E  4

Oversupply of musicians

UK conservatoires, universities and college music
courses produce roughly 5–6,000 music graduates
per year. Paid live-music opportunities have not
expanded in proportion. The result is persistent
downward pressure on fees at the entry tier.
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§  7    I N E Q U A L I T Y

S E C T I O N  S E V E N

The inequality underneath the average
The headline £20,700 average flattens a large amount of structural inequality — by race,

by geography, and by the gap between industry growth and artist income.

R A C E  A N D  E A R N I N G S

Research reported by The Guardian and corroborated by the Musicians' Census shows that white UK musicians earn
materially more on average than musicians from minority ethnic backgrounds. The gap is driven by the same structural
factors that produce the London premium — access to networks, proximity to established booking channels, and
representation in higher-paying sub-sectors like session work and production.

G E O G R A P H Y

Outside the London / Edinburgh / Glasgow triangle, median earnings fall sharply. Musicians in smaller UK towns report
materially lower gig volumes and lower per-gig fees, with the shortfall worst in rural and post-industrial regions. Regional
grassroots venue closures (Evening Standard) concentrate opportunity further in already-dense markets.

I N D U S T R Y  G R O W T H  V S  A R T I S T  I N C O M E

Sources: UK Music This Is Music annual reports 2020–2025; Help Musicians / Musicians' Census multi-year data; Music Venue Trust
annual closures reporting.

M E T R I C T R E N D W H O  B E N E F I T S

UK music GVA Up Majors, publishers, streaming platforms

Streaming consumption Up sharply Platforms, rights-holders, labels

UK music exports Up Top-tier touring and recording artists

Median musician income Flat in real terms —

Grassroots venue count Down —

T H E  D I S C O N N E C T ,  S T A T E D  P L A I N L Y

More money in the industry has not translated into more money for the median musician. The growth is real; it
just doesn't flow to the performer. This is the single most important structural fact about UK music earnings in
2026.
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§  8    T H E  A C C E S S  G A P

S E C T I O N  E I G H T

The real problem isn't demand — it's access
UK demand for live music is at an all-time high. Wedding bookings, corporate events,

festivals, function work, ticketed gigs — the calendar is busier than it was pre-pandemic.

The bottleneck isn't whether gigs exist. It's whether a given musician can get on the list

for them.

“The biggest issue isn't demand for music. It's access to
consistent, paid opportunities.”
M U S I C I A N S '  C E N S U S ,  S U M M A R Y  F I N D I N G

T H R E E  S Y M P T O M S  O F  T H E  A C C E S S  G A P

§  A  —  I R R E G U L A R  B O O K I N G S

Musicians in the bottom two earning tiers report booking volatility as the single biggest threat to their income. Three
good months can be followed by two empty ones, with no way to forecast. This volatility is what makes mortgages,
pensions and stable family life harder to sustain on music income.

§  B  —  L A C K  O F  P R I C I N G  T R A N S P A R E N C Y

Most UK gig fees are negotiated privately. There is no public rate card for what a 4-piece wedding band should charge in
Manchester, or what a pub in Bristol should pay for a Friday-night function act. Musicians routinely undercut themselves;
bookers routinely overpay for lesser-known acts. The market is opaque, and opacity benefits whoever has better
information — usually not the musician.

§  C  —  N E T W O R K - G A T E D  B O O K I N G S

The majority of UK live-music bookings never reach an open market. They flow through booker rolodexes, agency rosters,
MDs, and personal introductions. A musician without those relationships can have the skill and the willingness to work at
market rate, and still be unable to get a booking.

W H Y  T H I S  M A T T E R S  F O R  T H E  N E X T  D E C A D E

Streaming reform is a policy lever that will take years to move. Venue economics depend on rent and alcohol
regulation. Brexit touring rules require treaty-level negotiation. Access, by contrast, is a problem that can be
solved by infrastructure: transparent pricing, open booking directories, and platforms that let musicians and

G I G X C H A N G E  ·  U K  M U S I C I A N  E A R N I N G S  2 0 2 6 G I G X C H A N G E . A P P / R A T E S 1 0



GIGXCHANGE U K  M U S I C I A N  E A R N I N G S  ·  2 0 2 6
C O N C L U S I O N  &  S O U R C E S

C O N C L U S I O N

A paradox — and a way out
In 2026, the UK music industry presents a paradox: strong overall economic performance,

weak and unstable earnings for the majority of musicians. The solutions that matter

aren't more demand — they're better access, better information, and better infrastructure

for the working musician.

W H A T  W E  T H I N K  M O V E S  T H E  N E E D L E

Transparent rate data. A public, free record of what UK gigs actually pay, so no musician has to guess their own
market value. (That's what the GigXchange Index is for.)

Open booking infrastructure. Peer-to-peer marketplaces that let musicians, venues, agents and promoters find each
other without a gatekeeper.

Income-stream diversification support. Teaching, session, sync, production and direct-to-fan each deserve the same
training-and-access effort that live performance gets.

Grassroots venue protection. The pipeline doesn't work without the bottom rung.

Honest industry reporting. Growth in GVA is not the same as growth in musician income. The two should be reported
side by side.

S O U R C E S  C I T E D  I N  T H I S  R E P O R T

UK Music — This Is Music 2025, annual industry report.

Help Musicians UK / Musicians' Union — Musicians' Census, multi-year respondent data (~6,000 respondents).

Musicians' Union — member surveys and financial-resilience research.

Equity — recommended-rate guidance for performers.

Glassdoor UK — salary aggregation, producer and London-premium data.

Indeed UK — performer salary aggregation.

Salary Expert — session-musician salary benchmarks.

Evening Standard — grassroots venue closure reporting (~125 closures in one year).

The Guardian — race-and-earnings coverage.

Music Venue Trust — annual UK grassroots venue census.

ONS Regional Gross Disposable Household Income, 2023 release.

ONS Family Spending Survey — recreation and culture expenditure.

F R E E  T O  U S E  —  C C  B Y  4 . 0

This report is published under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 licence. Share it, quote it, build on it — including
commercially — as long as you credit “GigXchange — UK Musician Earnings 2026, gigxchange.app/rates/reports/musician-
earnings-2026”. Live updates at gigxchange.app/rates.
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