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The goal of this bachelor’s thesis is to study the digital marketing landscape through the lens 
of music distribution. The aim is to find out how music marketing has evolved in the digital 
age by utilizing various marketing concepts and a failed 2014 marketing campaign between 
Apple and U2 providing a common thread between two decades. The study also focuses on 
individualism and its importance in the current marketing landscape. 

The research is conducted via qualitative research. There are three people interviewed for 
this study with varying relevancy regarding the topic. One of the interviewees is a media 
professional with detailed knowledge and understanding about the topic and the other two 
possess a more surface-level understanding and opinion. Via these interviews it is possible 
to gain an understanding of the topic from a consumer’s perspective and highlight the indi-
vidual experiences regarding the matter. 

The results highlight the importance of an individualistic approach from the creators and 
marketers’ perspective especially when operating in creative fields such as music. The mis-
takes made in the U2 case efficiently highlight the current trends and main points in digital 
music marketing such as using different industry models in the distribution phase and utiliz-
ing consumer data to scan the marketing field. Including consumers in the production and 
marketing phase has proven out to be a highly beneficial approach for both parties. 
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Tämän tutkielman tavoite on tarkastella digitaalista markkinointia musiikinjakelun näkökul-
masta. Tavoitteena on selvittää, kuinka musiikin markkinointi on kehittynyt digitaalisella 
aikakaudella käyttämällä hyödyksi markkinoinnin käsitteitä ja vuoden 2014 epäonnistunutta 
kampanjaa U2:n ja Applen välillä. Kyseinen tapaus toimii yhdistävänä tekijänä kahden vuo-
sikymmenen välillä. Tutkielma keskittyy myös individualismiin ja alleviivaa sen merkitystä 
nykyajan markkinoinnissa.  

Tutkielma on tehty kvalitatiivista tutkimusmenetelmää käyttäen. Tutkimukseen on haasta-
teltu kolmea ihmistä erilaisilla suhtautumisilla aiheeseen nähden. Yksi haastateltavista on 
median ammattilainen, joka omaa yksityiskohtaista tietoa ja laajan käsityksen aiheesta, kun 
taas kaksi muuta haastateltavaa omaavat pintapuolisemman käsityksen. Haastattelujen 
kautta on mahdollista ymmärtää aihetta ja tapausta kuluttajan näkökulmasta ja alleviivata 
yksilön kokemusta aihetta koskien. 

Tulokset alleviivaavat individualistisen lähestymistavan tärkeyttä markkinoijien ja tekijöi-
den näkökulmasta etenkin toimiessaan luovilla sektoreilla, kuten musiikkialalla. Virheet, 
joita tehtiin U2-kampanjan yhteydessä alleviivaavat tehokkaasti ajankohtaisia käsitteitä ja 
trendejä musiikinjakelussa kuten erinäisten toimialamallien hyödyntämistä ja kuluttajadatan 
käyttämistä hyödyksi markkinointikentän kartoittamisessa. Kuluttajien sisällyttäminen 
luonti- ja markkinointivaiheeseen on osoittautunut molempia osapuolia hyödyttäväksi toi-
mintatavaksi. 
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1  Introduction 

Music is more easily accessible nowadays than ever before. Social media is an ever-flow-

ing stream of trends that are usually curated around a specific song or a sound. Due to this 

change in market, artists are constantly pressured to be present in the virtual world, con-

necting and curating their brands around the consumer. This way of marketing can be de-

fined as “consumer marketing” or “co-creational marketing”, where the consumer has a vi-

tal part in the marketing campaign itself (Gamble & Gilmore, 2013). 

Data analysts have shown that there are approximately over 100,000 songs uploaded to 

Spotify every single day (Willman, 2022). This means that there is more music being re-

leased in a day than there was during the whole year of 1989 (Price, 2024). This oversatu-

ration of the music market makes it extremely difficult for new artists to stand out and 

build long-lasting careers. Nowadays even the biggest acts have found themselves starring 

in TikTok trends or curating new marketing campaigns in hopes of getting their new pro-

jects heard by the masses.  

This research will base its core around the current realm of digital marketing focusing on 

the world of music. Through a very famous blunder in music marketing history; U2s’ 

iTunes incident where Apple and U2 decided to download the 2014 “Songs of Innocence” 

album to every single iTunes user, this study will highlight the changes that have happened 

during the last decade in the music marketing business. This specific case provides a com-

mon thread between two different decades, so a more detailed study of current marketing 

principles and questions will be possible. Through a past campaign, it is easier to highlight 

the changes, but also the lasting principles present in the current state of music marketing. 

1.1  Research questions and objectives 

The goal of this thesis is to create a deeper understanding of music marketing in the modern 

world. Through this specific case the thesis will offer insight into the world of music 
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marketing and highlights the certain aspects that have become increasingly more important 

in the digital age. One of the main purposes is also to study the current cultural and societal 

environment and how marketers must be more careful nowadays when considering their 

actions. Also, the individualized dimension of marketing will be discussed. While this is a 

highly important element from the artists point of view, the consumers power and influence 

has been on the rise during the last decade. Although marketing principles are standard, the 

implementation of these practices are highly dependable on the case and situation. The re-

search will study the iTunes campaign and show the results in a modern light. Although the 

campaign is over ten years old, it is still relevant in the current music marketing environment 

via traditional marketing concepts and the revolution of digital music distribution that started 

in the 2010s’.  

 

The research question (RQ 1) that the thesis is based around: 

 

RQ 1: How can the mistakes in Apple’s and U2’s campaign be explained in the current light 

of digital marketing and what would have been a preferable way to act? 

 

As mentioned before, this study is not fully based on the iTunes case but uses it as a com-

mon theme to present various marketing principles and trends. The practical level of music 

marketing has changed in the last ten years, but the principles stay the same. The purpose 

of trying to find alternative ways to act, is to highlight some elements of marketing that are 

not always discussed but remain important. The mistakes made in the campaign are closely 

related to the topical conversation of today, such as the violation of privacy and the grow-

ing influence and stature of an individual consumer. The digital marketing world in music 

has also experienced changes in the last decade, so it is important to study the main princi-

ples and concepts of a successful campaign so these can be applied in real-world situations.  

The following sub-questions will be used to discuss this topic more broadly:  

 

RQ 2: How does ones’ reputation and fame affect the approach of marketing? 
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RQ 3: How important is individualization in the digital age of marketing? 

RQ 4: Are cultural and societal aspects more topical than the business side in the digital 

age of music? 

 

1.2  Theorectical framework 

The theoretical framework of this thesis studies the current marketing trends and tendencies 

from the point of view of the mentioned case. The case offers a variety of different subcate-

gories and dimensions of marketing in the digital age that this thesis will highlight. Individ-

ualism is one of the key elements of this research and it is also in the heart of the studied 

case. This concept of individualization is essential in the modern marketing landscape, and 

it can be used as a key singular concept to describe the modern marketing of music. Via the 

case and the individualism aspect this study will examine the changes in music marketing 

and underline the elements that create a successful marketing campaign, especially in the 

current times. 

 

                           Figure 1: Concept of theoretical framework 

 

Case U2
Modern 

marketing 
concepts

An idea of 
successful 

music 
marketing
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1.3  The structure of the study 

This study is structured followingly: introduction highlights the main research questions of 

the study and provides a compact summary of the theoretical framework used for this re-

search. The second chapter presents the main fundamentals of digital marketing and the 

changes it has brought to the marketing spectrum. It also focuses on digital marketing 

through the lens of music business and distribution. After this literature review, the case of 

this study is briefly discussed. These pieces of information with the empirical section added, 

will form the core of this thesis making it possible to analyze the case and present its flaws 

and challenges in a current light. 
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2  The digital age of marketing  

Digital marketing is widely considered as the cornerstone of modern marketing, due to its 

efficiency and effective use of data. Consumers have limitless access to all kinds of enter-

tainment; therefore, organisations have had to adapt and utilize internet to their advantage. 

Porter (2001) stated that it is not necessarily about using internet to succeed, but rather to 

survive. This statement validly highlights the importance of digitalization in the modern 

world of marketing. 

2.1  Changes due to digitalization 

The modern marketing landscape relies on consumers more heavily than ever. According 

to Miller & Washington (2016), consumer marketing is based around 4P’s (product, price, 

place and promotion). This process can also be referred to as B2C-marketing. The partici-

pation in the marketing campaign itself has elevated consumers into “influencers”, who 

can have a say in what is being brought into attention (Miller & Washington, 2016). B2C-

marketing attempts to form an emotional bond with the customer, potentially creating a 

more tempting environment to consume and purchase. This phenomenon of creating an 

emotional bond can be described as a form of neuromarketing, which is basically a combi-

nation of neuroscience and marketing (Lim, 2018). Especially TikTok excels in this field 

of marketing, due to its fast-paced user interface and addictive soundscapes. 

Gamble & Gilmore (2013) mentioned that the clichés in marketing landscape such as the 

“buyer and seller” have been erased by new terminology and principles. Both parties can 

nowadays create value, and some might argue that the consumer holds more significant 

value than the “producer” itself. Marketing has been very much targeted for different 

niches on the internet, but it seems that individualisation is the right direction currently 

(Wagner, 2016). Although marketing overall is going towards a more individualized direc-

tion, there still seems to be a sort of “obsession” of target markets when it comes to music 

marketing. Wagner (2016) points out that it is quite important to think of the marketing de-

mographic already in the production phase.  
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2.1.1  OBC’s and consumer identification 

One element that is also important in the modern marketing field is a concept that goes by 

the name of an Online Brand Community (OBC). These OBCs give a chance for consum-

ers to create their own online identities and personas. According to Ozuem & Willis (2022) 

these social identities can help companies and producers to evaluate the marketing space 

and the people that currently operating in that field. Humans crave the sense of belonging 

and in a world where real connections can be harder to make, Online Brand Communities 

can strengthen consumers sense of worth, and so on they can create more value in the mar-

keting space (Ozuem & Willis, 2022). 

As Fournier & Lee (2009) state, brand communities are more precisely business strategies, 

rather than marketing ones. Too often (in this case) artists and musical acts base their com-

munities only in the marketing spectrum. The most successful operators in the music field 

do incorporate this importance of brand communities into their products and create a more 

organic business and culture environment.  

Social identification as a part of creating a marketing campaign is something that produc-

ers can not undermine. Ozuem & Willis (2022) mention, that people do not necessarily 

view social situations from an objective viewpoint. They will more likely observe the peo-

ple around them and base themselves in the situation via that observation. Hence OBCs are 

important, because through them consumers can observe the people who are in this specific 

community and either feel a sense of belonging or alienation.  

2.2  Objectives of digital marketing 

In any case, success is hard to reach without objectives. It does not necessarily matter if 

these objects are more specific or adjusted for the broader spectrum. It is widely known 

that one of the main reasons why new businesses fail is the lack of clear objectives and 

strategy. These objectives can help organizations to reach their goals and adjust their strat-

egy more efficiently. There is a popular approach to setting goals and objectives for digital 

marketing: The 5S model.  
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2.2.1  The 5S-model 

According to Aghazadeh & Khoshnevis (2024), digital marketing objectives can be pre-

sented with a “5S” model. These objectives will be explained in the context of digital music 

marketing next: 

 

Sell: It is vital for artists and labels to be able to use online markets in their favour and es-

pecially with the shift in entertainment distribution, this aspect has grown more important 

in the recent years. It can be challenging to capitalize on creative work digitally when most 

of the content is freely accessible, but the creative industries have found imaginative ways 

to adapt such as selling merch or vinyl online.  

Serve: This objective is based around using online services as a customer service aid. For 

example, a website is a great way to make customers feel closer to the system and even add 

value for the company operating it. Artists can use individualization as a form of customer 

service, so customers are able to for instance modify their user experience or create an out-

look of the website that reflects on their interests and personality. 

Speak: Using online platforms as a tool for communication is one of the key elements not 

just for successful marketing but for the whole survival of an operator. Utilizing SEO 

(search engine optimization) and enticing content, artists and labels can lure customers to 

their websites and platforms without the general methods of advertising. This can be re-

ferred to as inbound marketing, which will be discussed later in this chapter. 

Save: Online markets are a great way to save on costs by giving customers the tools such 

as chatbots or FAQs’ (frequently-asked-questions) to service themselves. Distribution 

through online services is also very cost-efficient compared to the more traditional ways of 

marketing such as newspapers and advertisements. While being cost-efficient, these online 

platforms can also generate additional revenue through banners and customer participation. 

Artists can also combine all of their socials and platforms under one link via a ”link-in-

bio” tool. This streamlines the marketing effort also making it more efficient. 
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Sizzle: This ambiguous term can be understood as utilizing brand new opportunities and 

platforms that the internet offers for the benefit of the company. For example, taking part 

in current trends or expanding the brand to new extents, can make artists more relevant and 

visible to new demographics. 

  

                   Figure 2: 5S model (Aghazadeh & Khoshnevis, 2024) 

 

2.3  Inbound marketing 

According to Fishkin & Hogenhaven (2013), inbound marketing can be defined as free of 

charge ways to gather recognition and traffic on the internet. Inbound marketing has gener-

ally been perceived as the new alternative for SEO, which it is not. Search Engine Optimi-

zation in short means making a website more visible amongst different search engines (Led-

ford, 2008). Fishkin & Hogenhaven (2013) emphasize that SEO is more of a tactic while 

inbound marketing is a complete strategy.  

The essence of inbound marketing is all about earning. Not begging or petitioning people to 

show interest in their services. This method has been proven to be the most efficient and 
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superior way of digital marketing compared to its opposite, outbound marketing. Inbound 

marketing is all about smart planning and strategy. If you are trying to reach the demographic 

of elderly people, TikTok might not be the best platform to target. In business and marketing 

ROI (return of investment) is usually the measure which is used to evaluate the success of 

the company. Inbound marketing is all about revealing different channels with a high ROI 

that others are not investing in (Fishkin & Hogenhaven, 2013).  

Considering the iTunes marketing case that will be discussed later in this study, the princi-

ples of inbound marketing are very much present, but unfortunately neglected. U2 and Apple 

completely dismissed the fundamentals of earning respect by forcing themselves to appear 

relevant. 

 

 

            Figure 3: Principles of inbound marketing (Fishkin & Hogenhaven, 2013) 

 

 

2.4  Marketing in the music business  

Record labels have traditionally commanded the music industry and individual artists’ po-

sition has been to obey and follow the orders. Digitalization has altered this reality, and in 

some cases the situation is the opposite of what we are used to. Since the rise of digital 
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platforms and music distributors, new consumer habits have forced record labels and or-

ganizations to change their ways. In this current decade, over 60% of the music is being 

consumed on internet-based platforms (Alexander, 2023). This shift in consumer habits has 

challenged labels and artists to think outside the box when marketing their products.  

The rise of streaming services and social media has transferred music from people’s 

shelves into their smartphones and computers. Although albums are still sold, they are 

widely considered as novelty, only for real music enthusiasts. The main marketing tool for 

this new era of music distribution is social media and its importance and functionality will 

be discussed next.  

2.4.1  Social media as a marketing tool 

Social media marketing (SMM) utilizes the current trends and power of social media to gain 

visibility and recognition (Singh & Diamond, 2020). The rise of the social media has turned 

everyone into a content creator, hence creating an inviting field for marketers to operate in. 

Due to this current reality, new labels such as the “produser” have made their way to the 

mainstream language (Ng & Gamble, 2024). This term produser is thoroughly linked with 

the topic of this study and the current state of “influencers”. As one could reason, produser 

is a combination of a user and a producer, meaning that the mainstream user could have as 

much of an influence in the production phase of new products and trends as in the consumer 

side of things. These produsers can be seen as the byproduct of the OBC’s that were men-

tioned in the last chapter.   

 

The new information era has been favorable for individuals to detach from the traditional 

marketing bureaucracy and find alternative ways to push their products to the consumers. 

This can be seen especially effective in the creative fields such as music. According to Singh 

& Diamond (2020), the current SMM environment has “killed” the expiry date of campaigns. 

Social media offers everlasting trends which marketers can adapt their campaigns to.  
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2.4.2  Social media for musicians 

Due to the change in consumer habits, music distribution has moved almost completely to 

the virtual world. Especially in the US, TikTok has become the main platform to discover 

new music (Ivo, 2021). This has unfortunately decreased the profit that the artists could 

possibly receive from their music. The shift from platforms such as iTunes and eMusic to 

free music distribution is a challenge that many emerging artists are battling with (Ng & 

Gamble, 2024). Clearly, this change has been essential, and it has altered some of the core 

principles of music marketing, but most of the main fundamentals have remained the same. 

For example, if the song or project overall is great, then the marketing aspect is much eas-

ier to perform successfully (Murphy & Hume, 2023). This is one of the principles of mar-

keting where the quality of the product serves as a marketing aspect, gaining trust and re-

spect from the consumers. 

As mentioned before, TikTok is the main social media platform for marketing due to its 

addictiveness and excel in the field of neuromarketing. This volume of consumers makes it 

also an asset for musicians of all levels. TikTok is known for its entertainment value, usu-

ally focusing on topics that are fun and exciting (Barta, Belanche, Fernández & Flavián, 

2023). This aspect of light-heartedness can courage people of all sorts to try their compe-

tence in the field of music and TikTok is mostly filled with music no one will ever listen. 

Hence, it is easier than ever to create and market music, but harder than ever to get heard. 

This has also saturated the overall music business, which is very much dependent on Tik-

Tok due to the laziness of large record companies (D’Souza, 2024). The number of young 

users can make it hard for a more in-depth act to gain recognition on TikTok. Obviously, 

there are all kinds of audience on the platform, but the algorithms usually favour the most 

viral ones.  

There are still platforms such as SoundCloud which are solely based on music, but gaining 

viral visibility on said site is significantly harder than a decade ago. Consumers are much 

more willing to invest in artists whose persona they can identify with (Barta et al., 2023), 

rather than faceless objects who are releasing quality music on SoundCloud.  
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2.5  TI- & DI-models 

As mentioned before, digitalization has streamlined the distribution and music and made it 

easier for smaller independent artists to gain visibility. Bandyopadhyay, Woszczynski & 

Crowell (2025) present the two main distribution models known in the music industry. These 

models and their differences efficiently highlight the changes that have happened inside the 

music business. 

2.5.1  TI- model 

Conventionally the process of music production and distribution can be categorized under 

three main points (Bandyopadhyay et al., 2025). Firstly, the record labels scout a promising 

song, artist or a band. Thereafter the artists or songs are taken to a high-quality environment, 

such as expensive studios to work with industry professional to polish the product. After 

this, the final product is ready to be marketed and published via different formats such as 

CDs and downloads. This is called the traditional industry model: TI-model. 

2.5.2  DI-model 

While the TI-model is still functional and in use, social media has created an alternative for 

the traditional model. Nowadays artists and creators can connect directly with consumers 

without the intermediary of big organizations (Murphy & Hume, 2023). Today, music pro-

duction suites are accessible for almost everyone and you can create professional sounding 

music from your bedroom (Ng & Gamble, 2024). Due to this improvement in accessibility, 

traditional record labels have lost a hint of their power when it comes to music marketing 

and distribution. Bandyopadhyay et al. (2025) have labeled this style of distribution as the 

disintermediated-integrated model: DI-model. 

2.5.3  Combinations of both  

While the two models can seem like opposites, that is not the practical truth. In fact, the 

combination of both models might be the most popular and effective way for both record 
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labels and independent artists. Great examples of the combination of these models are fa-

mous artists such as Justin Bieber and Shawn Mendes (Lentz, 2019). Both used social media 

platforms to publish their musical feats, initially gaining interest from major record labels 

and kickstarting their career. 

Ng & Gamble (2024) mention that while individuals and independent artists are very much 

able to market their products by themselves, the financial push that labels and organizations 

can offer is still valuable. Today there are over 100,000 songs released every day via various 

distribution services (Willman, 2022). Due to this extreme level of saturation, labels can help 

artists stand out with already established media channels and financial aid. 
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3    Methodology  

The research methods used in this thesis will be explained in more detailed manner here. 

The interviewees viewpoint will also be described in more specific way, so that it is easier 

to comprehend their stand on the topic. This part will also give more insight about the rele-

vancy of the interviewees considering this topic. 

3.1  Qualitative research 

This study is based on a qualitative research method, which is known as a generic expres-

sion of different viewpoints for the study of natural social life (Saldana, 2011). According 

to Flick (2007), qualitative research is widely regarded as an “alternative” for quantitative 

research where researchers study things in their natural setting. This research will use qual-

itative study as a research method, because the topic is very much saturated with opinions 

and different viewpoint which quantitative research would not be able to point out as com-

prehensively. 

The most popular way of executing qualitative research is to conduct interviews (Hale, 

2004). One of the main benefits of this specific approach is the unlimited amount of varia-

tion. This is the main reason why this research utilizes the interview method. Whereas 

quantitative research can be almost restrictive, it is almost the complete opposite when it 

comes to qualitative research.  

3.2  Case study 

This study and its research are presented in the form of a case study. The term “case study” 

has been under discussion, because of its complexity. According to Hamel, Dufour & 

Fortin (1993), case study should be defined as more of an approach than a method. Be-

cause qualitative study often deals with complex sociological concepts an “approach” is 

more fitting since there are usually multiple different methods being used. This study is 
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based around a cultural and sociological issue, so case study offers a broad and thorough 

basis for this specific research.  

3.3  Data collection 

The material for the research was collected as semi-structured interviews. Considering that 

the case is relatively broad and there are some intense feelings about it, a personal inter-

view offers much more insight and free-flowing conversation than a structured interview 

for example. Only negative aspect can be finding the time and space for conducting one, 

because they can be quite time consuming.  

These semi-structured interviews allow the interviewees to be more individualistic and 

bring out their own views more in detail.  

3.4  The content of the interviews 

Overall, three people were interviewed for this research. The main knowledge and insights 

are based on an interview with a media professional who is also considered a “superfan” of 

the band in case. The other two interviewees have had a more surface level experience with 

this subject matter and gave their insights from a more mainstream viewpoint. All inter-

views were conducted in Finnish, with one of them held in Google Meets and other two as 

face-to-face meetings. (Appendix 1). 
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4  Case U2 & iTunes  

This section will briefly explain the case and its timeline. The band in question will also be 

covered, so it is easier to comprehend the challenges and faux pas that were faced during 

this campaign. 

4.1  Brief profile of U2 

U2 is an Irish band formed in 1976 and during their career they have won 22 Grammy 

awards, most for any band in the history of music (Grammy, 2021). They are widely con-

sidered as one of the most innovative acts in music, that have always challenged them-

selves as well as their listeners with complete reformations of their sound with albums such 

as Achtung Baby (1991) and POP (1997). 

As celebrated as U2 have been over the years, they are also one of the most criticized acts 

in music. One of the main reasons for the undeserved hatred is their somewhat pompous 

and self-important frontman Bono. There is a clear conflict in how a man who does so 

much for charity can be so hated amongst the poor (Nguyen, 2017). This public hatred the 

band and especially Bono have faced is one of the main possible reasons why the subse-

quently discussed marketing campaign failed so miserably. 

4.2  Collaboration with Apple and iTunes 

In 2014 iTunes was one, if not the biggest operator in the field of digital music distribution. 

iTunes were able to create a platform where the major labels would profit from the digital 

consumption of music (Arditi, 2014). U2 wanted to get their share of the bounty and de-

cided to collaborate with Apple on their then new “Songs of Innocence” album drop. 

Bono’s close relationship with the Apple founder Steve Jobs made it possible to get their 

foot between the door and they decided to embark on a special marketing campaign 
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(Phelan, 2022). U2 had already previously starred in Apple’s iPod commercial in 2004, 

gaining Apple stock in exchange (Nolan, 2022).  Apple were ready for what they called 

“the largest album release of all time” by releasing U2’s new album to nearly half a billion 

iTunes users all over the globe. The backlash was something that no technology giant had 

ever experienced with customers all over the world calling the campaign “worse than 

spam” (Silver, 2018) and figures of popular culture bashing it publicly.  For example, hip-

hop artist Tyler the Creator described the moment he noticed the album had dropped to his 

iPhone like “waking up with herpes” (Selby, 2014). 

4.3  Overview a decade later 

During the last ten or so years U2 has apologized multiple times about the incident. Bono 

states in his book Surrender (2022) that he takes full responsibility of the episode and 

blames his fear of not being heard as well as his over-the-top ambition. Apple CEO Tim 

Cook mentions that the album drop was not completely ethical and conflicted with Apple’s 

morals in art and music. According to the memoir (Bono, 2022), Cook recommended to 

download this album only to U2 fans’ devices, but Bono refused. The reasons behind this 

campaign that amassed all the unwanted attention are highlighted on the following chart.  

                     
Figure 4: The thought process behind the campaign. 

iTunes campaign

Sensibility Rationality Innovativity Bono's arrogance
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5  Empirical analysis and findings  

This section will analyse the information found from the interviews and provide answers 

and results for the analysis.  

5.1  Individualism in mass marketing 

Since the rise of social media, individualism has strengthened its position as one of the key 

concepts to describe the current state of popular culture. From marketing viewpoint, the in-

dividual consumer can be hard to identify when planning a colossal campaign, but it is still 

very much in the heart of it. As mentioned in this study, consumers are much more influen-

tial in these marketing campaigns, than for example in the 90s’. This shift was already pre-

sent in the 2010s’ when U2 and Apple were designing their collaboration. These following 

interview answers give insight to the individual perspective of popular culture and market-

ing campaigns, using the U2 case and their own insights as a resource. 

5.1.1  The concept of individualism in social media  

All interviewees agreed that individualization seems to be the way that music is being mar-

keted and presented nowadays. Mainstream Consumer 1 pointed out, that the line between 

influencers and artists is very thin, especially among up-and-coming artists. 

 

“Seeing people participate in trends or showing their breakfast routines on TikTok and then 

noticing that they have a label musician or artist on their bio kind of diminishes their legit-

imacy as such. I’m not sure if they are influencers turned artists or vice versa, but it is very 

hard to grasp on the essence of the individual when they are doing multiple things on social 

media. Although people who are solely focused on music on their social media profiles usu-

ally must be particularly excellent or interesting in other ways to gain recognition” – Main-

stream Consumer 1 (2025) 
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Mainstream Consumer 2 thinks that musicians should stick to one thing as their primary 

identity on social media. The concept of individualism is hard to execute on social media 

when everything is built on preciosity. The true essence of individualism lies on being una-

pologetically yourself and creators who can build on that are usually the ones that find suc-

cess. 

5.1.2  Individual experiences regarding the iTunes campaign 

From the interviewees two of them thought that the campaign felt like a violation of pri-

vacy. The third one (Media Professional) thought that the idea was fun, although they hap-

pen to be a superfan of the group, so there might be a hint of bias in their opinion. 

“From a fan point of view the campaign was a fun surprise, but it is easy to see the flipside 

and take it as an intrusive gesture.”- Media professional (2025) 

The Media Professional also emphasizes that U2’s fanbase consists mostly of older genera-

tion, so the audience of Apple and especially iTunes was not ideal for a campaign of this 

sort. Mainstream Consumer 1, although not a fan puts some blame to Apple as well. Re-

ceiving the album was not a significantly negative experience, but the fact that it was im-

possible to delete made it so. They also pointed out that while they did not have a strong 

opinion about U2 before, this made the band seem like a joke in their eyes.  

“To me U2 was a band that I remember had like the biggest tour in the world at one point, 

but this album drop made them feel like a bunch of grandpas trying to appeal to younger 

generation. One of the main reasons why it felt so pushy, was the fact that you could not 

delete the album. If there would have been a possibility to delete it, I think the feedback 

would have been a lot more respectful” - Mainstream consumer 1 (2025) 

Media Professional points out, that had the artist/group been different and maybe a bit 

more relevant, the reception would have likely been a lot more positive. U2 was still a rele-

vant live act, but musically they had not put out anything significant in a decade. 
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Understanding the audience and the fact that how individualistic the marketing field had 

changed, would have probably prevented this outcome.  

One of the main aspects of human life of quality is the freedom to choose. This is pretty 

much the whole idea of entertainment and music. You get to choose what you want to con-

sume and who you want to support. The fact that an already established band decided to 

push their album into your device felt almost desperate, says Mainstream Consumer 2. It is 

also very much true that U2s’ already pompous and grandiose reputation did not do them 

any favours, but still the whole idea of pushing it without consent was almost deemed to 

fail right from the get-go. 

5.1.3  Individualistic approach from the marketing perspective 

Both Mainstream Consumers felt that the campaign was conducted with a sense of “shot in 

the dark” -mentality. The Media Professional pointed out that it seems impossible that a 

band with the reputation of U2 would be fully blind of the possible backlash. 

“Individualism has been very much on the rise in the digital age and pushing your album 

to an audience where the majority are not that into your music does not seem sensible. 

Couldn’t Apple use their statistics to help and target the iTunes users who had listened to 

U2 more than the average person maybe?” – Mainstream consumer 2 (2025) 

The Media Professional emphasizes again the responsibility of Apple in this mess: 

“To me it doesn’t feel like the album itself was necessarily the root of the evil. It was more 

so the mistake from Apples’ side that the deletion of the album was impossible, that made 

the audiences furious.” -  Media Professional (2025) 

From that viewpoint it was a golden opportunity for Apple to test their system and find 

possible “bugs” and malfunctions in their software, such as the fact that album deletion 

was not possible for users. The Media Professional also praises U2 for being “brave” when 

doing something like this for the first time in history. Also adding that the frontman Bono’s 
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idea that all publicity is good publicity might have played a part in this. Mainstream Con-

sumer 1 agrees and points out that this might be one of the few positive outcomes of this. 

5.2  Current state of music marketing and comparisons to the iTunes campaign 

Obviously nowadays the main channels for music marketing are on the internet and via this 

change the playing field has evened up quite a bit. It is not necessarily a standard to have a 

huge budget ready for a marketing campaign and sometimes the cheapest options can turn 

out to be the most successful ones. These next answers are based on questions about the 

current state of music marketing and how it might be linked with the iTunes campaign. 

5.2.1  Modern music marketing from a consumer’s point of view 

All the interviewees agreed that marketing or getting your music heard seemed easier than 

ever before. Mainstream Consumer 1 points out the fact that it is almost impossible to es-

cape from new artists on platforms such as TikTok for example. You can hear completely 

unknown artists daily on your feed and there is no easy way to escape this. Mainstream 

Consumer 2 also states that there seems to be almost no threshold for the quality of music 

that is being advertised on social media. Media Professional admits that the quality of mu-

sic that is being marketed seems to have fallen quite a bit, although there is a lot of quality 

music still being made. Mainstream Consumer 1 continues that music seems to be based on 

a lot more mundane subject matter than before. Social media platforms are widely known 

as being shallow and only focusing on the excess. It makes sense to market that type of 

music which gains the biggest amount of attention.  

Mainstream Consumer 2 mentions that it is normal also to market music with campaigns 

that have nothing to do with music. For example, raffles and giveaways are easy ways to 

gain attention, but usually these will not shed any light to the musical aspect of the cam-

paign.  

“Sometimes it feels like even for people who are mainly known for their music that it is all 

about attention. Artists who might have gathered a loyal fanbase are demeaning 
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themselves in ways that feel a bit sad and pathetic. It is hard to tell if these are all schemes 

from label or acts of stupidity by out of touch people” – Mainstream Consumer 2 (2025) 

Media Professional feels that the magic of high-quality marketing and precisely curated ad-

vertisements is gaining its popularity. Everything works in cycles and when everyone is 

following the same formula, change is bound to happen.  

Mainstream Consumer 1 acknowledges that it is hard to stand out with your music nowa-

days, but you still do not have to reinvent the wheel. Quality products are still as much 

needed as before, and the marketing campaign must be something other-worldly to polish a 

low-quality product.  

Media Professional admits that the iTunes campaign would possibly have been taken a lot 

more positively if the album in question would have been better. U2s’ sound had turned 

into something very generic, which was the opposite of what the band stood for a couple 

decades prior. The album was very personal, and its subject matter was more targeted for 

their already existing fanbase, rather than new audience.  

“The Songs of Experience is a well-produced album, and fans were relatively happy about 

it, but it lacked the mainstream hit(s) that U2 had produced on almost every record prior. 

Their last big smash was the song Vertigo from their 2005 album How to Dismantle an 

Atomic Bomb. This lack of a radio hit possibly diminished the attractiveness of this album 

in consumers eyes” – Media Professional (2025) 

Media Professional states, that in commercial music business the importance of “main-

stream” hits cannot be undermined. iTunes is such a commercial platform, so it feels quite 

irrational to campaign a very personal album via this platform. The 2005 iPod commercial 

made a lot more sense from the marketing standpoint, when the product (iPod in this case) 

was presented with a timely hit song (Vertigo).  

Mainstream Consumer 2 ponders which side was the biggest winner on this whole process 

or were there any. Apple did not get half the backlash that U2 did, which can also be 
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attached to the concept of individualism in marketing. U2 holds a lot more emotion to peo-

ple than Apple. U2 is band who’s faces people know and it is a lot easier to form an emo-

tional response to a musical act rather than a technology giant.  
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6  Discussion and conclusions  

The focus of this study was on digital music marketing through the lens of U2s’ 2014 

iTunes campaign. The goal of this study was to shed light on the mistakes that were made 

during the process and put it into perspective via the current state of music marketing. The 

individualistic experience was also discussed and how important it is to take it into consid-

eration while conducting a global scheme. Through these findings the aim was to discover 

more applicable ways of managing music marketing. 

The case formed a common thread to which a theoretical framework was built upon. The 

most relevant topics of this study were: digital marketing, music marketing, brand image 

and individualistic dimension of marketing. Stemming from the case and theoretical frame-

work, interviews were conducted with a media professional who had a very broad 

knowledge regarding the topic and two people who were connected to the subject matter 

more vaguely. These two different sides gave a very useful combination of viewpoints and 

opinions. These next paragraphs will present answers to the main research questions stated 

in the beginning of this study. 

 

RQ 2: How does ones’ reputation and fame affect the approach to marketing? 

Marketing, while some of its traditional principles are known from decades ago, is seldom a 

“one size fits all” phenomenon. As social media has grown its influence, music marketing 

has seen an obvious switch in its functionality. Rather than keeping a mysterious and myth-

like artist persona, creators are almost over-sharing everything, which makes them easier to 

be identified with. Hence, it is very much distinctive which ways of marketing work for 

different people.  

The whole study has emphasized the term “individualization”, and it is also one of the key 

components when conducting a successful marketing campaign. It is obvious that different 

artists must use ways that fit them the best. When a new artist is trying to market something 
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in a grandiose way, it can often translate as pompous and artificial. As well as a big estab-

lished name trying to play it small can make the campaign seem pretentious and flattery.  

The direction of the marketing campaign is always a dilemma, because in the digital age 

“reincarnation” is mandatory, but very difficult to do in a cohesive way. Due to this, it is 

challenging to create campaigns that fit the artists image but do not make them seem too 

repetitive or boring. When combining two giants such as the Apple-U2 case, it is mostly 

done in the favor of the technology company, rather than the entertainment act. Mostly these 

kinds of campaigns are done to market new technology or product, and the music aspect is 

more of a side note.  

As discussed before, U2s’ reputation as “the biggest band in the world” did not do them any 

favors while campaigning their album with Apple. This virtue-signaling that a bunch of mid-

dle-aged multimillionaires are willing to do some good and give their album away for free, 

did not sit well with audiences. If a more recent, or a bit more unknown artist would have 

used this U2 route, the feedback would have likely been different. “Charitable” marketing, 

as it might be done with good intentions is not necessarily a good choice. An average con-

sumer still possesses a significant amount of will to decide for themselves, and most do not 

want to receive handouts from highly successful people.  

 

RQ 3: How important is individualization in the digital age of marketing? 

While individualization is important from the creator viewpoint, it is as crucial when ana-

lyzing the demographic of your market. There is an unlimited amount of data in the hands 

of marketing specialists and its correct usage is vital regarding the success of the campaign. 

Creating different demographics by using individual consumer personas is a popular and 

useful way of working. Through generalization of different individuals, marketers can focus 

their campaigns to the masses that are most likely to respond positively.  

U2s’ case saw a complete rejection of this principle and their album was downloaded to 

every Apple user, no matter their preferences. It can be reasoned as an extreme testament of 

arrogance or Bono’s mantra of “all publicity being good publicity”. Anyhow, there is not a 

lot of room for arguments that this decision was favorable for anyone. 
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RQ 4: Are cultural and societal aspects more topical than the business side in the digital 

age of music? 

As discussed before, digital age is all about creating new material and forming somewhat 

artificial connections with each other. It is also quite difficult to create financially profitable 

establishments when most of the products are free to consume. Creators are constantly in the 

rush of making new things and the quality is usually lacking. It is a great challenge to create 

a functional business model when the quality of the product is not up to par, especially in 

the creative fields. It seems that the cultural aspect is somewhat more important in the current 

age than the business achievement. From an artistic point of view this may seem like a per-

fect situation, but the fundamentals are a bit more complex. The cultural side does not refer 

to how monumental and revolutionary a project can be, but rather focusing on the feedback 

of the public regarding to being conforming and politically correct. Especially various social 

media outlets have established themselves as platforms where freedom of speech reigns su-

perior. The reality is that a lot of, in this instance music, can be judged and stamped only 

from the cultural side, even though the project itself could be high quality. British band Oa-

sis’ manager Iain Robertson has stated that due to the cancel culture of the current times, 

Oasis would have not made it if they started today, despite their high-quality music (Gold, 

2025). Record label chiefs fear that a multitude of people would lose their jobs due to a 

scandal that was normal even a decade ago. This level of societal pressure underlines the 

fact that cultural acceptance has topped the quality and character of artists when making 

business decisions. 

The U2 case showed that since the outbreak of the public hatred, people were not even giving 

chances to the album and bashing it immediately. Hence the backlash, many companies and 

artists have avoided this kind of public outing in the fear of judgement. U2 made 100$ mil-

lion dollars from the campaign but it is still seen as a failure. It seems obvious that most 

artists and individuals would be willing to receive millions of dollars for a negative spotlight, 

but in this age the societal opinion might weigh more on the scale.  
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RQ 1: How can the mistakes in Apple’s and U2’s campaign be explained in the current light 

of digital marketing and what would have been a preferable way to act? 

This study has presented some essential concepts in the field of digital marketing. By uti-

lizing them and the insights from the interviewees, it is simple to explain the main faux pas 

that happened and how it should be conducted in current conditions. 

Apple and U2 utilized outbound marketing during the campaign, which was a major mis-

take considering the outcome of it. Inbound marketing would have been the right concept, 

which is a marketing strategy that focuses on earning visibility (Fishkin & Hogenhaven, 

2013). Begging for attention did not work in 2014 and it does not work a decade later. As 

mentioned before, in the current world of individualization, it is increasingly more im-

portant for consumers to have a possibility to decide. Inbound marketing is one of the key 

digital marketing strategies and it is particularly important in the field of entertainment 

when the subject matter is highly opinion-based. Regarding the 2014 campaign, outbound 

marketing is usually deemed to fail, especially if the marketers are already established gi-

ants in their respective fields such as Apple and U2. 

Chapter 2 brought up the concept of Online Brand Communities. OBCs’ allow the con-

sumer to create a sense of community online, making it particularly important in the mod-

ern world (Ozuem & Willis, 2022). Nowadays in music marketing, OBCs’ are an asset for 

an artist to gain recognition organically and deepen the bond between fans and consumers. 

This element of organic growth ties OBCs’ and inbound marketing together, making them 

an ideal marketing environment for marketing. When creating a modern campaign, OBCs’ 

are a cost-efficient and powerful tool to gain newfound visibility and success. U2 neglected 

the idea of an Online Brand Community during the 2014 campaign by downloading the al-

bum to everyone. Many up-and-coming artists are struggling to create an organic online 

community and U2 already had a fanbase of 35 years. If U2 would have regarded these 

communities, they could have used Apple’s data and downloaded the album only to their 

fans as the Apple CEO Tim Cook suggested (Bono, 2022).  

Due to the change in music distribution, the traditional industry model has gained an alter-

native in the disintermediated-integrated model with the traditional model being the one 
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with multiple phases of production and the disintermediated model allowing the producers 

to communicate with the consumers without any intermediary (Bandyopadhyay et al., 

2025). As mentioned before, using a combination of both can be beneficial for both parties, 

the marketers and the producers. The disintermediated model helps emerging artists to gain 

visibility for example via social media, while the traditional model can promote the artist 

in more long-established and efficient ways. U2 used the combination of these models in 

the complete opposite way. The album production and U2s’ brand had already been estab-

lished via the TI-model, so they were already backed by a huge record label with millions 

of fans globally. Then they decided to utilize the DI-model when releasing the album. 

When creating a campaign like this nowadays, it is important to learn from this mistake 

and remember that it only works vice versa. The Justin Bieber origin story (Lentz, 2019) is 

a great example of efficient combination of both models, making the U2 route an avoidable 

option.  

After a decade it is clear to see that the campaign was a failure. Even though U2 gained an 

enormous amount of financial benefit, it still left a mark in their reputation. As mentioned 

before, in the age of digital marketing the societal feedback can be seen as equally if not 

more important than financial success. Although during the modern times failures are more 

forgettable than ever due to the fast-paced cycle of entertainment, social media offers an 

anonymous platform to ridicule people in the public eye. Digital age and social media have 

dissipated the sense of wonder around global superstars. This campaign is a great example 

and an advisory for modern marketers in how a very established brand can ruin their repu-

tation completely in the public eye via poor marketing decisions. 

6.1  The credibility of this study and limitations for future research 

Qualitative research is based on subjectivity and opinions. Due to this subjectivity, this study 

is from start to finish the creation of the researcher. To decrease the amount of subjectivity, 

the answers from the interviews have been combined with scientific articles and literature to 

create a broader understanding of the topic. Even with only three people interviewed, the 

answers provided enough variation for the research to be conducted, but not enough to gen-

eralize the findings. The specific case chosen for this research can be perceived as general 
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knowledge, which served as a common thread for the more scholarly concepts presented in 

this study.  

The interviews were conducted privately, with no clear intention of lying or manipulating 

information. Obviously, it is impossible to be certain about this, but the subject matter was 

not necessarily personal to any interviewee, although one participant was more knowledge-

able about it than the other two. The interviews were conducted on a more emotional basis, 

rather than trying to gain information that can already be found online. This emotional aspect 

makes it more legitimate and honest when there is some real sentiment attached to the sub-

ject.  

A possible suggestion for future research would be trying to find a more recent case com-

pared to the U2 one or conduct your own campaign and analyze that. A lot has changed in 

ten years and the possibilities would be more extensive, although the magnitude would prob-

ably have to be smaller. This could provide great insights from a narrower point of view and 

offer different perspective about the current marketing field. 
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Appendix 1: Details of the interviews 

 

 

Main interview questions that the semi-structured interviews were based on: 

1. What is your relationship with the band U2? 

2. Are you an Apple user or were you at the time of the campaign? 

3. What was your initial reaction of the campaign? 

4. How did your view change on U2 due to the campaign? 

5. What were the main mistakes? 

6. What would have been a preferable way to act? 

7. What is your take on modern music marketing, for example on social media? 

Interviewee Date  Duration Platform Details of the interview 

Media profes-
sional 

15/5/2025 2 hours Google Meets An extensive view of music busi-
ness from a media professionals’ 
point of view. Also, the case was 
thoroughly discussed via an objec-
tive and subjective viewpoint. 

Mainstream 
consumer 1 

2/6/2025 20 minutes Face to face 
discussion 

More mundane conversation about 
a consumer’s opinion of music 
marketing in the current era, with 
the case of the research in mind. 

Mainstream  
consumer 2 

3/6/2025 30 minutes Face to face 
discussion 

Same course as the one above.  


