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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 
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Doctor of Philosophy in Musicology 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2020 

Professor Robert W. Fink, Co-Chair 

Professor Timothy D. Taylor, Co-Chair 

 

The current, relatively amorphous job description for the music supervisor—the 

individual generally responsible for overseeing all music-related elements of film and television 

projects, as well as advertising campaigns, video games, and other forms of audio-visual 

projects—has shifted since the role’s emergence. What began as mostly an administrative 

position has become one of the trendiest, most sought after roles in the contemporary 

entertainment industry. This dissertation, the first monograph-length academic study of music 

supervision, seeks to map this transition, exploring its complexities, identifying affected industry 

players, and examining critical issues that have ensued. I draw on methodologies from 

musicology, ethnomusicology, media studies, popular culture studies, cultural and social theory, 



 

 iii 

 

and business strategy and management. I also incorporate fieldwork experience, as well as 

material from interviews I conducted with key individuals working in sync. 

Chapter One provides a brief history of the profession and field, which serves as the 

foundation for an examination of technological, structural, procedural, and relational changes 

affecting cultural intermediaries and other individuals involved in sync. I argue that hierarchical 

shifts in the music supervision supply and value chains, as well as the impact of neoliberalism, 

have given rise to the need for what I call “spry intermediation,” which one-stop music licensing 

shops can offer, and I propose a multifaceted understanding of the chains’ hierarchical 

infrastructure to illustrate diffuse power and shared decision-making authority in the culture of 

sync. Chapter Two offers analysis of descriptive language and musical, financial, and legal 

trends in contemporary music supervision in order to deepen understanding of the field and its 

influence on “syncable music.” Chapter Three examines some of the critical issues relevant to 

the profession, such as power dynamics, creative freedom, compensation and employment, 

professional ethics, and gender representation, within the context of neoliberal capitalism. 

Chapter Four explores the past and present function of the Guild of Music Supervisors and 

related professional organizations in addressing the critical issues presented in previous chapters. 

Chapter Five offers concluding thoughts on issues in music supervision and implications for 

further research. 
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Introduction: Revelations from the Field 

 
… I personally feel like my projects are creatively loose and I have a  

blessed amount of authority in being able to throw weird ideas out  

and see how they get saluted. I think that’s happening more  

and more. There’s definitely a more brave creative  

energy happening in supervision right now… 

   

Music Supervisor Thomas Golubić1 

 

When I moved to Los Angeles in September 2013, I had a very optimistic feeling about the 

entertainment industry. Hollywood seemed to be full of possibility, and the entertainment 

industry seemed like a wonderful hub of creative exploration. Its allure had attracted individuals 

from all over the world, offering the seductive opportunity to lend one’s voice to the ideation and 

production of influential projects. What specifically captivated me was music supervision for 

films, television shows, commercials, and video games. These cultural products seemed to me 

the culmination of collaborative creativity, shared labor, and precisely skilled craftsmanship, and 

I desired both to study and pursue the music supervisor profession. As I embarked on this 

project, I began engaging with materials and participating in fieldwork that would soon shed 

immense light on the industry, sometimes shattering my innocent impressions of creative 

freedom, other times reinforcing them. While some of my initial hypotheses concerning the 

industry were confirmed, most have been significantly transformed through years of experience 

and engagement with the industry.  

Even though general interest in music supervision has steadily increased among industry 

personnel, the general population, and members of the press, there have been only a few 

important scholarly interventions on the subject. Critical analysis of post-2010 industry trends 

remains almost impossible to find. Recent publications are either revisions of previously 

 
1 “Music Supervisor Profile—Thomas Golubić,” Rollo & Grady, last modified January 3, 2011, 

http://www.rollogrady.com/ music-supervisor-profile-thomas-Golubić/. 
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published work covering the music industry as a whole, or are very specific case studies (i.e., one 

film, one supervisor, etc.). The literature addressing the general subject of music supervision thus 

falls into two categories—critical texts for academia versus how-to guides for general 

audiences—and covers essentially four areas: industry landscapes and examinations of the 

supervisory position (or that of one supervisor in particular); musical and visual analyses of 

specific works; theoretical examinations of cultural production and tastes; and self-help guides 

geared toward practical application of knowledge.  

This dissertation marks the first monograph-length academic study of music supervision. 

My goal would be for this project to address all four areas—though perhaps not 

comprehensively, at least to some extent—and to straddle the two categories, so that critical 

thought and reflection coalesce and synthesize with practical ideas relevant to the field and 

profession. My discussion tends to focus on music supervision for film and television, but I do 

address music supervision for advertising, video games, and new media. This project draws on 

methodologies from musicology, ethnomusicology, media studies, popular culture studies, 

cultural and social theory, and business strategy and management. I rely on extant scholarly 

examinations of music supervision, while analyzing industry articles and trade press news as 

primary source material. This dissertation should offer analysis and critique, while also providing 

first-hand discussion of practical issues facing the field and profession. It is the gap between self-

interested industry books that focus on the how-to of music supervision and detached academic 

critiques of the field that I seek to bridge.  

I have had the opportunity to engage in three internships for this project, which provided 

multifaceted perspectives into the production of culture and music supervision more generally. 

They also gave me a more realistic impression of power and creative freedom in the film and 
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television industries, causing me to reassess some naïve beliefs about the production of culture. I 

have regularly attended industry events, such as copyright workshops, networking expos, 

conferences, and awards shows, where I benefited from participant observation. In 2017, I 

designed and presented the “Music Licensing and Supervision in the Contemporary Film and 

Television Music Industry” session for the National Association of Music Merchants (NAMM) 

GenNext2017 Show, which enabled me to meet with many music business students, recording 

artists, producers, licensors, and aspiring music supervisors. This gave me a chance to engage in 

conversations that revealed similarities, differences, and trends in perceptions, values, and goals 

among these diverse industry players. Since 2018, I have been involved in varying capacities 

with the Guild of Music Supervisors, the educational and professional organization for the 

profession and related professions. Many connections I made have lasted through the years, and I 

have been able to continue dialogue about the field and profession with individuals working in 

the industry via email and social media. 

I conducted a number of one-on-one interviews with key players, including music 

supervisors, licensors, publishers, sync administrative personnel, and artists. Refreshingly, I 

found each informant I interviewed to be incredibly self-aware. In all cases, my interlocutors 

demonstrated well-formed viewpoints on the dynamics, struggles, and socioeconomic intricacies 

of the environment in which they work. They were deeply, sometimes painfully aware of the 

music industry’s limits, while optimistic about changes they desire or see on the horizon. These 

conversations provided me with ample opportunity to be exposed to the self-reflexive nature of 

individuals involved in sync (the term I employ to refer broadly to the process wherein many 

industry players contribute to the composing, producing, licensing, and editing of music, as well 

as the developing, producing, and editing of the moving image, with which the music is 



 

 4 

 

ultimately synchronized). My fieldwork helped me glean important information, points of view, 

and insights on positionality and goals, which I realized were crying out for analysis and critique. 

These revelations from the field crystallized into a distinct set of critical issues, which I outline 

below.  

On Music for Sync 

 
[Writing for sync] looks like going to someone’s home studio  

and spending four hours writing lyrics that you can envision a brand using.  

You try to put three different sections in the song, a verse, a bridge, and a chorus.  

Those sections should stand alone, just as well as they work together,  

and they should be easily digestible into 15, 30, and 60 second bites  

for when an ad does a cutdown to 15, 30, and 60.  

There should be some motion to it. It should build, and there should be a hook... 

   

Music Licensor Kristina Benson2 

 

I began my fieldwork in the world of sync in 2014 with an internship at Catch the Moon Music, a 

boutique licensing firm owned and operated by Cathy Heller.3 Heller had garnered attention as a 

singer-songwriter who was pitching and placing her own songs in commercials and television 

shows. Phil Gallo wrote a few pieces chronicling her success in Billboard, since she had broken 

into a six-figure salary just from her own placements. Given the fact that she was able to succeed 

with her own songs, she decided to start a licensing boutique in which she would sign and pitch 

other artists as well. As Heller’s first intern, I had the unique opportunity to serve as Manager of 

TV and Film. I wore many hats in this role, and I was personally mentored by Heller. I 

researched artists I considered worth signing and pitched music directly to music supervisors 

based on research I had done on their personal preferences and the musical styles they had 

 
2 Kristina Benson, interview with author, March 6, 2020. 

 
3 Boutiques (or “shops,” a term I will employ in subsequent chapters) stand in stark contrast to licensing 

divisions that are part of larger companies, and even the larger publishing companies themselves. They are much 

smaller and more hands-on in their business practice. See Darren Wilsey and Daylle Deanna Schwartz, The 

Musician’s Guide to Licensing Music: How to Get Your Music into Film, TV, Advertising, Digital Media & Beyond 

(New York: Billboard Books, 2010), 25. 
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typically placed in their film and television projects. It was a fantastic learning experience, and it 

marked the beginning of some pivotal realizations about the industry. 

I encountered my first music searches at Catch the Moon Music. Also known as “briefs,” 

searches are the requests for musical works that music supervisors distribute or post for sync 

opportunities. They often include specific parameters desired, such as lyrical content, tempo, 

genre, mood, vibe, production elements or effects, and many times they provide a reference to an 

artist or song that the composition should sound like.4 Now, I was certainly aware that the whole 

concept of “writing to formula” was not new, but I immediately became more cognizant of its 

implications within the culture of sync. Instructions for artists and licensors on the topic of how 

to write successfully for sync, as well as websites, resources, and discourse at industry events 

offering a finely tuned approach to “syncable music” caught my eye, especially when juxtaposed 

with the supervisors’ language, which generally demonstrated a desire to establish distance 

between them and this formula in favor of a more creative approach.  

Still, I saw firsthand the significant amount of time that artists spend writing and 

recording songs tailored to the parameters in these searches, typically taking care to meet the 

musical elements that have been outlined as “good sync,” even if the likelihood of placing a song 

is so minimal that the whole pursuit is inherently exploitative, if not a complete waste of time. 

Thus arrived the first cracks in the veneer of my understanding of music supervision. That artists 

who were the stereotypical “starving artist barely able to scrounge together enough money to pay 

for food and rent” would spend their last few dollars on crafting a song written to formula was 

something that raised several red flags for me. At the time, I thought of this whole situation as 

exploitative, since the supply of music would always exceed demand (i.e., even with large and 

 
4 See Ruth Simmons and Camila Conesa, “5 Ways To Write A Great Music Brief,” LLB Lab, last modified 

November 28, 2017, https://www.lbbonline.com/news/5-ways-to-write-a-great-music-brief. 
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diverse demand for music to be used in audio-visual projects, the ever-expanding number of 

music suppliers would constantly oversupply the market).5 These artists were willing participants 

in what social theorist Jason Toynbee calls “outworking,” or the scenario in which artists “carry 

the burden of buying their own equipment, of writing and rehearsing, and then absorbing the 

risks of an uncertain (proto-)market.”6 Later I realized these circumstances were much more 

complex than these concepts at work in the context of capitalist domination.7 Indeed, from this 

internship, I learned a great deal about recording artists and licensors operating in the supply and 

value chains of music supervision. At the same time, I saw some exceptions to the circumstances 

I have just described. There are, of course, artists whose music naturally works well for sync, 

even though it may not fit the typical mold and even if the artists did not think of writing for sync 

at the time they composed it. Moreover, some supervisors, such as Thomas Golubić whom I 

quote above, often eschew songs that appear “syncable” at face value. Nonetheless, there are 

undeniable trends that have become increasingly obvious, especially over the past decade. 

  

 
5 See David Throsby, Economics and Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 121; Mat 

Callahan, The Trouble with Music (Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2005), 4–12.  

 
6 See Jason Toynbee, “Fingers to the Bone, or Spaced Out on Creativity?: Labor Process and Ideology in 

the Production of Pop,” in Cultural Work: Understanding the Cultural Industries, ed. Andrew Beck (New York and 

London: Routledge, 2003), 52. 

 
7 See José Manuel Sánchez Bermúdez, The Neoliberal Pattern of Domination: Capital’s Reign in Decline 

(Leiden, The Netherlands: Koninklijke Brill NV, 2012), 25, 41–43. 
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On Labor and the Nature of Self-Exploitation in Precarious Work 

 
I had prodromal labor…I was in it for five days…after day 1, day 2… 

I was like, “okay, I don’t know how long this is going to keep going!”  

And I have a weekly call with the Head of Music at a studio  

and a bunch of lawyers, and so I was having contractions through this call.  

And the Head of Music was like, “I have to say, this is the weirdest call  

I’ve ever been on, with you in labor!” But still, they were all great.  

I was on the call with a team of dudes in the middle of a really gnarly deal,  

and they were just really supportive…I just have a lot of flexibility from  

where I am as a freelancer to design mom-life versus work-life. 
   

Music Supervisor Rossanna Wright8 

 

My second internship was with Angry Mob Music Group, a diversified publishing firm. This 

company was not a startup, and the team was much larger than Heller’s. In fact, there were 

several departments, although each department had one lead professional. For instance, one 

person ran the A&R division and in-studio recording, one person ran the division for music in 

trailers, one person ran the division for sync licensing, one person ran the division for publishing 

and rights, etc. This internship was rotational in nature, translating into about a week spent in 

each division with the exception of publishing and rights. It was at Angry Mob that I learned the 

importance of cultivating long-term relationships and finding a fair balance in negotiations. I also 

realized the significance of attending industry events and remaining abreast of congressional and 

legal news related to royalties and artist rights. It was this internship that revealed to me the 

complexities of how music publishers and licensors work together—and how industry issues 

influence how individuals choose their workplace.  

Over the course of several years, in conversations and at events, I regularly encountered 

licensors and supervisors who seemed to value the autonomy that freelance work could provide, 

but many simply could not survive in that pursuit and either felt forced into in-house positions or 

grateful to have them for the stability and benefits they provide. In many cases, clear distinctions 

 
8 Rossanna Wright, interview with author, May 4, 2018. 
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between the freelance community and in-house studio employees were almost palpable. The 

licensors and supervisors with whom I spoke were incredibly self-aware, noting the advantages 

and disadvantages of both types of positions, and these aspects of sync’s labor force intrigued 

me. I noted, in freelance music supervision, an iteration of the self-exploitation I had seen 

previously on the part of artists. But in some instances, what I considered to be self-exploitative, 

artists, freelance licensors, and supervisors thought of as entrepreneurial freedom and flexibility 

they felt offered the ability to construct their own work-life balance. While I saw the values that 

motivated them to pursue self-employment and entrepreneurial ventures as vulnerabilities, they 

saw them as “self-exploration and self-fulfillment” and freedom of “choice.”9 The decision to 

engage in this type of work was “empowering” for them, and sync’s emphasis on relationships 

often veiled the field’s economic and labor issues.10 For example, Rossanna Wright, whom I 

quote above, perceived the freedom to make calls while in labor as a benefit of freelance work’s 

flexibility, while I saw it as a symptom of the precarious nature of creative labor and its large 

pool of reserve labor. Deepening my knowledge of the Guild of Music Supervisors and engaging 

with various professionals operating within the supervisory chain became crucially important for 

me to better understand the community’s values and diverse perspectives on their labor, work, 

and individual experiences. 

In the context of this project, I will use the phrase “supervisory chain” to interchangeably 

refer to the distinction between or combination of the supply and/or value chains of music 

supervision. For the purposes of this study, the ideation of a musical composition or film, 

 
9 See Mark Banks and David Hesmondhalgh, “Looking for Work in Creative Industries Policy,” 

International Journal of Cultural Policy 15, no. 4 (2009): 417, https://doi.org/10.1080/10286630902923323. 

 
10 See Nicole S. Cohen, “Cultural Work as a Site of Struggle: Freelancers and Exploitation,” tripleC: 

Communication, Capitalism & Critique 10, no. 2 (2012): 145, https://doi.org/10.31269/triplec.v10i2.384. 
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television, video game, or advertising project could mark the start of the chain, and the final 

audio-visual product that a viewer encounters would mark the end of the chain. Industry players, 

such as musical artists, publishers, licensors, supervisors, editors, as well as film and television 

crews, video game designers, and so forth, can be considered individuals who manage, 

coordinate, or facilitate the movement of product elements through the chain in order to achieve 

the final product. In a similar fashion, the value chain can be understood as both a concept and a 

function. Originally conceived and developed by Michael Porter, the value chain as a concept 

enables individuals to understand precise moments in the completion of a larger effort in order to 

identify impact on competitive advantage, and how prices may be increased, or costs may be 

lowered as a result. For instance, the negotiation between a music publisher and supervisor could 

constitute a node in the value chain that will determine some sort of advantage. As a function, 

the value chain also helps chart or diagram the broader system of moments in which value is 

created, added, or subtracted from a diverse set of contributors, which may operate upstream (for 

example, musical artists as suppliers of tracks for sync) or downstream (for instance, distribution 

companies or networks that determine where, when, or how films, shows, video games, etc., 

become available for viewing). The value chain allows individuals to identify costs or expenses, 

as well as value in the process of production and ultimate delivery. 

Scholarship on the subjects of supply and value chains has been critical in illuminating 

the social elements responsible for the final output or product of the chains, as opposed to the 

physical inputs that factor into the final output. An important early contribution to business 

strategy literature was provided by Howard Price, who at the time was KPMG Director and Head 

of the Procurement Consulting Practice. In the article, “The Anthropology of the Supply Chain: 

Fiefs, Clans, Witch-doctors and Professors,” Price echoes economist Ugo Pagano’s sentiments of 
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intellectual monopoly capitalism, demonstrating the relevance of knowledge, ideas, and 

innovation; he refers to the concept of “knowledge as capital,” and suggests the need to redefine 

business economics.11 This turn from physical to intellectual assets extends to social aspects, and 

his key argument hinges on understanding functional roles and relationships within the supply 

chain in terms of characterizations and cultural understandings of players categorized into roles, 

such as anthropologist or professor. This role-based understanding of the supply chain marked a 

significant shift in business strategy and operations in the 1990s.  

More recent studies on labor and supply chains continue to build upon the importance of 

roles and relationships. Anna Tsing offers a cogent analysis in “Supply Chains and the Human 

Condition,” in which she examines how supply chain capitalism yields the “bigness” of global 

capitalism, while generating new aspects of labor that make the difference between 

superexploitation and self-exploitation indistinct.12 Tsing also explores this bifurcation in her 

book The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist Ruins, in 

which she traces conceptions of work as labor, and issues of freedom, gender, race, and 

nationality.13 Similarly, I will examine crucial contributions and perceptions of key players in the 

music supervisory chain in order to better understand their experience and interpretation of the 

work involved in sync, while also analyzing potential pitfalls of labor in the cultural industries, a 

primary one being self-exploitation.  

 
11 See Howard Price, “The Anthropology of the Supply Chain: Fiefs, Clans, Witch-Doctors and 

Professors,” European Journal of Purchasing & Supply Management 2, nos. 2–3 (June–September 1996): 88, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/0969-7012(95)00024-0; Ugo Pagano, “The Crisis of Intellectual Monopoly Capitalism,” 

Cambridge Journal of Economics 38, no. 6 (November 2014): 1410, https://doi.org/10.1093/cje/beu025. 

 
12 Anna Tsing, “Supply Chains and the Human Condition,” Rethinking Marxism 21, no. 2 (April  

2009): 148–176, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08935690902743088. 

 
13 Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing, The Mushroom at the End of the World: On the Possibility of Life in Capitalist 

Ruins (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2015). 



 

 11 

 

Self-exploitation is especially relevant in lines of “precarious work,” in which “the 

ongoing transition to flexible labor markets and deregulation incurs higher risks for the majority 

of the labor force.”14 The entertainment industry is notorious for the precarity of its “gig 

economy” structure. Because most employment is project-based, a large number of nonunionized 

workers function as freelancers, generally having secure employment on only a daily, weekly, or 

monthly basis, and often moving quickly between employers.15 Self-exploitation often results 

when workers “push themselves to the limit in an attempt to establish reputations that will gain 

them sufficient autonomy to pursue high-quality production.”16 For many participating in 

precarious work, the promise of financial gain and the risk of financial loss can become 

irrelevant, as “the value of sheer hard work and constant activity takes over.”17  

The potential for self-exploitation can be high for those involved in the field of music 

supervision, particularly independent artists, licensors who work independently or own one-stop 

shops, and independent music supervisors. On the other hand, well-established or signed artists, 

and in-house licensors and supervisors, are perhaps somewhat less vulnerable—though still 

susceptible—to self-exploitation. I will explore the perception and occurrence of self-

exploitation in the supervisory chain across several subsequent chapters. The opposing viewpoint 

to self-exploitation in the cultural industries frequently comes in the guise of entrepreneurship, 

which is sometimes simply an attempt to gloss over the potential harm of self-exploitation in 

 
14 Antonie Schmiz, “Migrant Self-Employment Between Precariousness and Self-Exploitation,” Ephemera: 

Theory & Politics in Organization 13, no. 1 (2013): 57. 

 
15 Duncan Crabtree-Ireland, “Labor Law in the Entertainment Industry: Supplemental Payments, 

Intellectual Property Rights, and the Role of Unions,” The Entertainment and Sports Lawyer 31, no. 4 (Winter 

2015): 4–8. 

 
16 David Hesmondhalgh, The Cultural Industries, 3rd ed. (London: SAGE, 2013), 256.  

 
17 See Angela McRobbie, Be Creative: Making a Living in the New Culture Industries (Cambridge: Polity 

Press, 2016), 12. 
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order to retain flexible and inexpensive labor at the industry’s disposal. At the same time, those 

exhibiting traits of self-exploitation often perceive such working conditions as flexibility 

afforded to them because they have the “privileges” freelance work affords. 

Although, compared to other industries, workers operating within the cultural industries 

do tend to possess more creative autonomy, “the system of capitalist accumulation depends on 

exploitation,” so employers often call upon “pools of reserve labor and the use of casualized 

cultural work.”18 These strategies often apply to those who participate in sync, particularly those 

who are independent freelancers, or those who are just entering the field and are seeking to “pay 

their dues,” a concept I will problematize in subsequent chapters. This sort of low cost or free 

labor, I will suggest, straddles the thin line between self-exploitation and entrepreneurial venture, 

a dichotomy worth untangling, since the majority of workers in the production of culture are 

either underemployed or underpaid.19  

By engaging with the Guild of Music Supervisors in multiple capacities, I gained insight 

into the music supervision community’s dialogue on the topic of labor. In 2018, thanks to the 

arrangement of Thomas Golubić, I spent the day accompanying keynote speaker Leon Vitali to 

live performances and panels addressing relevant subjects to the profession at the Guild’s annual 

State of Music in Media Conference. For the 2019 conference, I participated as a panelist, during 

which a professor, a music supervisor, a music licensor, and I discussed the current economic 

conditions of the entertainment industry and their impact on music supervision and licensing. I 

also attended a number of panels, during which significant and pressing issues facing the field 

 
18 Hesmondhalgh, The Cultural Industries, 76. 

 
19 See Hesmondhalgh, The Cultural Industries, 84. 



 

 13 

 

were discussed and case studies were provided as examples. These experiences offered many 

insights into perceptions and values of work. 

On Music Supervisors and Licensors as Cultural Intermediaries and Gatekeepers 

 
Who is finding, presenting, and licensing the rights to all that recorded material?  

Music supervisors. They have become the gatekeepers for music,  

perhaps more influential than record label executives,  

agents, managers, and radio station payola-takers. 
   

Author John Scott G20 

 

My third and final internship was with White Horse Pictures, a company that develops and 

produces films, typically documentaries about performing and recording artists. As an intern, I 

learned the ins-and-outs of pre-production, development, and post-production processes. This 

internship allowed me to see the front end of a process in which I had previously only 

participated at the back end, when music was added to the moving image. I worked on a 

documentary project on Luciano Pavarotti, and I helped in the early stages of development of a 

documentary on Tupac Shakur.21 I also participated in calls about post-production matters related 

to a documentary on the Apollo Theater.22 It was through this internship that I learned whose 

voices carry weight in decision-making processes, how creative ideas are tempered by business 

strategy concerns, and how work is—or in many cases, is not—delegated. These experiences 

highlighted the diffuse power among multiple intermediaries, or gatekeepers, of the 

entertainment industry, a revelation I soon noticed in my engagement with the field of music 

supervision more specifically. 

 
20 John Scott G, “Music Supervisors: Gatekeepers to Songs Old and New,” MuseWire: The Magazine of 

Music, Tech, and Modern Living, September 3, 2007, https://musewire.com/music-supervisors-gatekeepers-to-

songs-old-and-new/. 

 
21 Pavarotti, directed by Ron Howard (Los Angeles: CBS Films/HanWay Films, 2019), DVD.  

 
22 The Apollo, directed by Roger Ross Williams (New York: HBO, 2019).  
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Bourdieu’s conceptualization of cultural intermediaries has been very influential in 

studies of the production of culture, particularly in the work of musicologist Keith Negus who 

examines popular music.23 In an attempt to lessen the perceived power of music industry 

executives and the large corporations involved in the production of popular music, for example, 

Negus, sociologist Antoine Hennion, and other scholars, have repositioned them as “mediators 

between artists and audiences.”24 To provide clarification of the effect of this repositioning, 

Negus explains:  

By adopting this approach I do not mean to imply that no power is being exerted, that no 

exploitation takes place and that the work of these intermediaries is as influenced by the 

activities of audiences as it is by the decisions of senior executives within corporations. 

However, I would like to allow for the possibility that the corporations might not be all-

powerful and that, at certain moments, committed artists, oppositional audiences and 

perhaps music industry personnel might be able to produce sounds and communicate 

ideas that do more than simply generate profits for the major entertainment 

corporations.25  

 

This approach to understanding the role of decision makers in film, in particular, more accurately 

depicts this segment of the production of culture as a “team game.”26 

The development of technological advancements, an area of growth constantly stimulated 

by the neoliberal agenda, as well as other changes in hierarchies and process have agitated the 

traditional functions of many cultural intermediaries. As media studies scholar Roy Shuker 

suggests, since the 1970s and 1980s, power previously attributed to key decision makers working 

as cultural intermediaries became diffuse, as “creative freedom accompanying the development 

 
23 Keith Negus, Producing Pop: Culture and Conflict in the Popular Music Industry (London: Edward 

Arnold, 1992), 46. 

 
24 Keith Negus, Popular Music in Theory: An Introduction (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996), 64; Antoine 

Hennion, “An Intermediary Between Production and Consumption: The Producer of Popular Music,” Science, 

Technology, & Human Values 14, no. 4 (Autumn 1989): 402, https://www.jstor.org/stable/689684. 

 
25 Negus, Popular Music, 64. 

 
26 See Roy Shuker, Popular Music: The Key Concepts, 2nd ed. (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2005), 16. 
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of new technology” was transferred to others.27 Some of the intermediaries explored as 

gatekeepers in the broadest sense of the cultural industries’ supply and value chains have been 

“upstream selectors, i.e. the companies with whom creative artists make contracts (recording 

labels, film studios) and who finance creative projects,” and “downstream selectors, including 

media, retailers, charts, critics and award committees.”28 But extant scholarship has neither 

thoroughly reflected upon the augmentation of the intermediaries in this field nor reconsidered 

perceptions—from multiple perspectives—of music supervision and licensing in general in the 

contemporary socioeconomic and political environment. Consequently, this project will analyze 

how the concept works in today’s field and industry. 

A term related to cultural intermediary in conceptualization and function is “gatekeeper,” 

which I will also employ in my analysis. The concept stems from Paul Hirsch’s work on cultural 

organization theory and media studies, and his understanding of the “filter-flow model of 

information flow,” in which gatekeepers decide when to unlock the gate for those of their 

choosing, while effectively locking others out.29 Hirsch’s analysis applies such substantial power 

to their role that he claims, “The diffusion of particular fads and fashions is either blocked or 

facilitated at this strategic checkpoint.” He also invokes sociologist Alvin Boskoff’s 

interpretation of the gatekeeper as “institutional regulator of innovation.”30 Gatekeepers can 

possess even more authority in fields that have an oversupply, thus calling for a “filtering 

 
27 Shuker, Popular Music, 209. 

 
28 Mirva Peltoniemi, “Cultural Industries: Product-Market Characteristics, Management Challenges and 

Industry Dynamics,” International Journal of Management Reviews 17, no. 1 (January 2015): 46, 

https://doi.org/10.1111/ijmr.12036. 

 
29 See Shuker, Popular Music, 68, 117; Negus, Popular Music, 67. 

 
30 Paul M. Hirsch, “Processing Fads and Fashions: An Organization-Set Analysis of Cultural Industry 

Systems,” American Journal of Sociology 77, no. 4 (January 1972): 643, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2776751. 
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system” to help limit “the number of products reaching the market.”31 In relation to the study of 

popular music, Shuker claims that, as a concept, cultural intermediary is more adaptable than 

“gatekeeper,” which became “an established approach to analyzing the way in which media 

workers select, reject, and reformulate material for broadcast or publication.” Tim O’Sullivan, 

primary author of Key Concepts in Communication and Cultural Studies, and Negus also suggest 

that “gatekeeper” is too rigid, calling it “oversimplified and of little utility.”32 While Negus 

suggests the term is still “useful for indicating how music business personnel control access to 

resources such as finance, recording facilities, tours and venues and how staff in international 

departments perform a gatekeeping action when deciding which artists will release recordings in 

overseas territories,” he explains how the concepts of cultural intermediary and gatekeeper can 

overlap and possess shared attributes.33 Although he claims to be more inclined “to characterize 

staff as intermediaries to stress that there is not a one-way ‘flow’ of material through various 

industry ‘gates,’” in his later writing, he employs the term, also using the word “doorkeeper.”34 

He prefers to demonstrate these structures of flow as “a series of interactions and mediations as 

people in particular occupations connect together and play an active part in the production, 

distribution and social consumption of popular music.”35  

 
31 Peltoniemi, “Cultural Industries,” 46. 

 
32 Shuker, Popular Music, 117–118. 

 
33 Negus, Popular Music, 67. 

 
34 See Negus, Popular Music, 67; Negus, Music Genres, 177; Keith Negus, “The Business of Rap: Between 

the Street and the Executive Suite,” in That’s the Joint!: The Hip-Hop Studies Reader, ed. Murray Forman and Mark 

Anthony Neal (New York and London: Routledge, 2004), 662. 

 
35 Negus, Popular Music, 67. 
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But Shuker notes the term’s usefulness when “used in conjunction with considerations of 

how musical forms ‘arrive’ at a ‘gate,’ and how they are subsequently modified.”36 In fact, the 

concept is still widely used in academic writing on cultural industries. Pacey Foster, Stephen P. 

Borgatti, and Candace Jones, for instance, employ social network analysis to examine the role of 

gatekeepers and their “search and selection strategies,” and, particularly apropos to this project, 

they draw from previous scholarship in order to illustrate their “tastemaking function.”37 Popular 

music scholar Tim J. Anderson suggests that music bloggers and reviewers also function as 

gatekeepers.38 And with the surge in technological advancements, the concept has been extended 

to non-human gatekeepers, such as music streaming platforms that rely on humans as curators, 

but achieve their own ends through the application of algorithms, as demonstrated by Tiziano 

Bonini and Alessandro Gandini through the concept of “algo-torial power.”39 Another non-

human gatekeeper, as argued by Anderson, is the End User License Agreement of many music 

listening software companies, which functions as a gatekeeper between consumers and artists.40 

These multifaceted and unrestricted understandings of gatekeeper inform my analysis. As 

opposed to the simple understanding that certain individuals hold the key to entry into the field 

or profession of music supervision and licensing, I will explore the role of “gatekeeper” as a 

valuable notion that offers valid imagery in relation to movement into and through the 

 
36 Shuker, Popular Music, 118. 

 
37 Pacey Foster et al., “Gatekeeper Search and Selection Strategies: Relational and Network Governance in 

a Cultural Market,” Poetics 39, no. 4 (August 2011): 248, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2011.05.004. 

 
38 Tim J. Anderson, Popular Music in a Digital Music Economy: Problems and Practices for an Emerging 

Service Industry (New York: Routledge, 2014), 100. 

 
39 Tiziano Bonini and Alessandro Gandini, “‘First Week Is Editorial, Second Week Is Algorithmic’: 

Platform Gatekeepers and the Platformization of Music Curation,” Social Media + Society 5, no. 4 (October 2019): 

2, https://doi.org/10.1177/2056305119880006. 

 
40 Anderson, Popular Music, 27. 
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supervision chain with human or non-human interaction. This is a valid approach to 

understanding the chain, since it demonstrates nodes in which individuals seek entry or passage, 

and, more notably, the term is regularly used in industry vernacular and trade press articles, and 

it conveys the weight of authority that many cultural intermediaries still carry. Indeed, while the 

understanding of “cultural intermediary” enables us to distribute decision-making power more 

appropriately across various industry players in the production of culture, the perception of 

“gatekeeper” allows us to remember that power is still very real in the music supervision 

industry, even if slightly more distributed, even more mobile, than perceived at first glance.  

On the Tendrils of Neoliberal Capitalism 

 
…[I]n terms of sonic quality you have to listen to something  

that is sync-able, and when you hear XYZ that makes a  

song sync-able you put it on the back-burner  

and think I could use this here, here and here.  
Music becomes a commodity. 

   

Music Supervisor Mikaila Simmons41 

 

The context in which the contemporary music industry exists is dominated by pervasive 

neoliberal ideologies that have increasingly driven cultural production, incentivized 

commodification, and motivated entrepreneurial players operating within the entertainment 

industry. Some ideologies I encountered personally through fieldwork, such as branding and 

entrepreneurship, have carried over organically as part and parcel of newly adapted models for 

conducting business and engaging with fans, while other ideologies have been protected or 

espoused by influential industry players. As I theorize and evaluate industry trends and their 

related issues, my dissertation primarily situates this project’s core concepts and issues, such as 

licensing, curation, taste, labor, compensation, opportunity costs, and the overall production and 

 
41 Emma Griffiths, “Q&A with Music Supervisor Mikaila Simmons,” Synchtank, May 19, 2016, 

https://www.synchtank.com/blog/qa-with-music-supervisor-mikaila-simmons/. 
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consumption of culture, within the framework of neoliberal ideologies in what is becoming a 

post-neoliberal society. Ultimately, the players involved in the complex, hierarchical structure of 

music supervision only perpetuate the large-scale consequences of neoliberalism within the ever-

shrinking system that serves as the foundation for operational activities within the film and 

television music industry. Seeking structural clarity, Anderson claims that the increased 

significance of the music supervisor was driven by a small set of structural transformations in the 

industry’s distribution channels: the “reassertion of the importance of publishing; the change in 

what it means to be a ‘label’; and the growing need for media branding strategies in a continually 

sprawling multichannel environment.”42 While this is a good overview, the actual rise of the 

supervisor has been considerably more complex. The nature of music supervision has undergone 

a metamorphosis in both practice and perception, and ideologies of neoliberal capitalism have 

certainly contributed to its evolution. 

As social theorist David Harvey outlines, neoliberalism has yielded social, political, and 

economic policies and practices that support a liberated market with primary focus on individual 

freedoms pertinent to entrepreneurial endeavors, and related emphases on rights concerning 

trade, markets, and private property. With little intervention from the state, unless so necessitated 

for the creation of particular markets, deregulation and privatization have contributed to 

neoliberalism’s larger role in “creative destruction,” which has functioned to dismantle 

traditional frameworks around work, relationships, technology, and many other aspects of life. 

As sites for neoliberal values, popular culture and the music industry are particularly well-suited 

to reap the resulting benefits of entrepreneurialism and increased freedoms for the individual as 

 
42 Tim J. Anderson, “From Background Music to Above-the-Line Actor: The Rise of the Music Supervisor 

in Converging Televisual,” Journal of Popular Music Studies 25, no. 3 (September 2013): 372, https://doi.org/ 

10.1111/jpms.12037. 
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artist and consumer, as well as the corresponding advantages accompanying private property 

ownership and rights.43 In fact, the Copyright Industries in the US Economy: The 2000 Report 

notes that “US copyright industries contribute more to the U.S. economy and employ more 

workers than any single manufacturing sector and grow at a higher rate than the U.S. economy as 

a whole.”44 According to David and Tim Baskerville, “the heart of the music publishing industry 

lies not in the print business, but in the marketing and administration of rights to songwriters’ 

compositions.”45 Members of the music industry operating in a neoliberal capitalist environment 

have become rentiers (rent-seekers), since licensing content they own generates royalties, much 

like investment in and ownership of property can generate income in the form of rent.  

Indeed, examination of music supervision operating within these conditions should reveal 

how privatization and more prolific forms of commodification have stimulated the 

professionalization of music supervision as a field dependent upon the licensing of musical 

recordings, often resulting in complex networks of power between individuals participating in 

creative expression and those responsible for strategic business decisions.46 This privatization 

leads to the commodification of knowledge, for which I will draw on the work of Ugo Pagano, 

whose claims concerning intellectual monopoly capitalism can also help illuminate the increase 

 
43 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 2, 44, 47. 

 
44 Phillip McIntyre, “Copyright and Creativity: Changing Paradigms and the Implications for Intellectual 

Property and the Music Industry,” Media International Australia, Incorporating Culture and Policy 123, no. 1 (May 

2007): 84, https://doi.org/10.1177/1329878X0712300109.  

 
45 David Baskerville and Tim Baskerville, Music Business Handbook and Career Guide, 9th ed. (Thousand 

Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, Inc., 2010), 49.  

 
46 Harvey, A Brief History, 160. For more on notions of creative “freedom,” exploitation of labor, 

intellectual property ownership, licensing, and other related topics critical to my exploration of the problematics of 

the field/profession in subsequent chapters, see Hesmondhalgh, The Cultural Industries; John Howkins, The 

Creative Economy: How People Make Money from Ideas, 2nd ed. (London: Penguin, 2013); Lawrence Lessig, Free 

Culture: How Big Media Uses Technology and the Law to Lock Down Culture and Control Creativity (New York: 

The Penguin Press, 2004). 
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and significance of music licensing. Insofar as information technology underpins the market 

activity and individual pursuits of neoliberal society, the cultural industries responsible for the 

creation, dissemination, and popularization of cultural products rely on such tools, a fact I will 

also explore within the culture of sync.47  

As economists Gérard Duménil and Dominique Lévy illustrate, the neoliberal 

sociopolitical agenda that, by the 2000s, had exacerbated the innate qualities of capitalism, such 

as financial instability and incongruous supply and demand, contributed to the financial crisis of 

2008.48 Yet, neoliberal capitalism has not relinquished the global dominance it has held for 

nearly five decades. In the months leading up to the 2016 presidential election and in the time 

since, some have questioned its future.49 With national and international movements, such as 

America’s Occupy Wall Street, Spain’s Podemos, and Greece’s Syriza, Ruben Gonzalez-Vicente 

and Toby Carroll have explored populism and nationalism as “predictable responses” to the 

socioeconomic crises of the past few decades, especially the 2008 financial crisis, with a 

potential “new hegemony” of “elite or national populism” grounded in collective identities or 

anti-establishment sentiments challenging neoliberalism’s freeing of the economy from “national 

confines.”50 Meanwhile, political theorist Malte Frøslee Ibsen has identified the way the growth 

in populist agendas demonstrates that “the socio-cultural system no longer enjoys a monopoly on 

legitimation, but that a certain kind of legitimation crisis can arise on the side of capital’s relation 

 
47 Harvey, A Brief History, 159. 

 
48 Gérard Duménil and Dominique Lévy, The Crisis of Neoliberalism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press, 2011), 6. 

 
49 Reihan Salam, “Inflationary Populism Is Trump’s Path Forward,” The Atlantic, February 9, 2018, 

https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2018/02/trump-populism/552923/. 

 
50 Ruben Gonzalez-Vicente and Toby Carroll, “Politics After National Development: Explaining the 

Populist Rise Under Late Capitalism,” Globalizations 14, no. 6 (May 2017): 991–1013, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14747731. 2017.1316542. 
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to the political-administrative system.” He applies Claus Offe and Jürgen Habermas’s 

understanding of the legitimation crisis within “the relationship between the political-

administrative system and the socio-cultural system in the form of citizens’ ‘withdrawal of 

legitimation’ from the political-administrative system.” Ibsen draws upon the work of economic 

sociologist Wolfgang Streeck, but suggests that his recent writings do not connect his 

examination of populist parties, an “ominous symptom of growing instability of the democratic-

capitalist system,” to an interrogation of the contemporary state of affairs for politics and the 

economy.51  

In How Will Capitalism End?, Streeck works through Karl Polanyi’s “fictitious 

commodities of labor, land, and money,” and examines other “critical thresholds” and crises that 

have ensued, concluding that the “end of capitalism” as a “process” is already in progress. He 

provides a forecast of things to come: 

What comes after capitalism in its final crisis, now under way, is, I suggest, not socialism 

or some other defined social order, but a lasting interregnum—no new world system 

equilibrium à la Wallerstein, but a prolonged period of social entropy, or disorder (and 

precisely for this reason a period of uncertainty and indeterminacy).  

 

The indeterminacy of Streeck’s suggestion asserts a much different track than an explicit 

displacement of one system over another. What populist movements, like Syriza, lack for Streeck 

is “vision;” he claims “they have no idea of how to replace neoliberal capitalism with something 

else.”52 Indeed, complete disposal of neoliberalism and wide acceptance of populism have not 

occurred, and, while these two politico-economic environments and modes of thinking are not 

necessarily incompatible, the interest in and implementation of populist policies may soon point 

 
51 Malte Frøslee Ibsen, “The Populist Conjuncture: Legitimation Crisis in the Age of Globalized 

Capitalism,” Political Studies 67, no. 3 (November 2018): 801–803, https://doi.org/ 10.1177/0032321718810311. 

 
52 Wolfgang Streeck, How Will Capitalism End? (Brooklyn, NY: Verso, 2016), 24, 46, 91. 
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to a “post-neoliberal world.”53 But these neoliberal ideologies remain apparent and will continue 

to pervade the economic, legal, and artistic trends of the music industry, and especially the field 

of music supervision; neoliberal capitalism’s tendrils run deep and wide. 

Chapter Overview 

In what follows, I analyze the dynamically changing role of the music supervisor and those 

involved in the culture of sync, focusing on the critical issues discussed above in the context of 

their neoliberal setting and addressing those working in film and television, but also advertising, 

video games, and new media to some extent. I first present an overview of music supervision as 

a field and profession in order to build a foundation for analysis in subsequent sections and 

chapters. I discuss the role’s cultural, artistic, and socioeconomic implications by positioning 

issues facing the field and related professions in the larger societal framework and context of 

neoliberal capitalism and its pervasive ideologies. With this project, I also hope to update the 

current body of critical literature, which tends to focus more on outdated notions of “music 

supervisor as cultural intermediary” with growing control over creative choices, while failing to 

accurately place the supervisory position in relation to its counterparts or offshoots (i.e., other 

cultural producers appropriately labeled as “intermediaries,” such as licensing shops), and the 

resulting issues affecting multifarious industry players and decision makers. I also seek to 

contribute to the substantial scholarship on music industry complexities and their correlation to 

neoliberalism. 

In Chapter One, I provide a brief history of the music supervision profession and field. I 

then track technological changes that have contributed to the development of a new business 

 
53 Allan Patience, “If We Are Reaching Neoliberal Capitalism’s End Days, What Comes Next?,” The 

Conversation, February 5, 2017, http://theconversation.com/if-we-are-reaching-neoliberal-capitalisms-end-days-

what-comes-next-72366. 
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model dependent upon licensing, exploring their impact upon artists, licensors, and supervisors, 

in particular. I argue that hierarchical changes in the supervisory chain, as well as neoliberal 

ideologies, have given rise to the need for what I call “spry intermediation,” which one-stop 

music licensing shops can offer, and I propose a multifaceted, diamond-shaped understanding of 

the chain’s hierarchical infrastructure to illustrate diffuse power and shared decision-making 

authority in the culture of sync. The purpose of this chapter is not to provide a sequential 

overview of the start-to-finish music supervision function, but to situate the elements of this 

examination in the broader context of neoliberalism and perceptions of diverse producers and 

consumers of culture in order to begin unfolding the supervisory chain for critical analysis. 

In Chapter Two, I examine discourse and related trends in the field. I discuss common 

terms and descriptive language used in reference to and among supervisors in order to deepen 

understanding of the role from various perspectives, including members of the press, industry 

professionals, audiences, and supervisors themselves. As media studies scholar John Thornton 

Caldwell argues,  

Film and television…do not simply produce mass or popular culture…but rather film/TV 

production communities themselves are cultural expressions and entities involving all of 

the symbolic processes and collective practices that other cultures use: to gain and 

reinforce identity, to forge consensus and order, to perpetuate themselves and their 

interests, and to interpret the media as audience members.54  

 

Caldwell’s work reveals that “scripts” that seem to exist in the industry, especially at higher 

levels, where “fab sound bites” about work and production abound, contrast significantly with 

the industry’s “‘deep’ texts, rituals, and spaces,” which can yield “a very different picture of 

film/television, since such things are seldom offered as official public explanations—big 

 
54 John Thornton Caldwell, Production Culture: Industrial Reflexivity and Critical Practice in Film and 

Television (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2008), 2. 
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statements, that is—about ‘what production means.’”55 In a related vein and with similar 

methodologies, I seek to explore the intricacies of practices in the culture of sync, as these 

particulars are not always visible through music supervision’s own set of “scripts,” or societal 

perceptions. I provide analysis and interpretation of these terms and “scripts” to demonstrate 

their possible origins and objectives, and I consider their influence on the field and profession by 

exploring divergent values of industry players in the broader context of the industry.  

I then explore artistic, legal, and financial matters that exemplify key trends in sync in an 

effort to identify how descriptive language and perceptions about the nature of supervisors’ work 

may factor into socioeconomic values, creative processes, and impulses affecting strategic 

business decisions involved in the production of culture. My analysis identifies issues and nodes 

in the supervisory chain that exacerbate socioeconomic obstacles, power dynamics, barriers to 

artistic freedom, and other circumstances supervisors and those working in related professions in 

sync face in the contemporary music industry. Simultaneously, my examination highlights the 

activities of industry players in juxtaposition to neoliberal ideologies in order to investigate their 

seemingly contradictory natures. I offer a close reading of a defining musical moment in the 

history of music supervision, which is the focus of an analysis I provide on “syncable music” and 

how players in the field understand the ways in which music supervisors have contributed to this 

pseudo-genre. I begin interrogating critical issues in this chapter and continue doing so 

throughout the remainder of the dissertation.  

In Chapter Three, building upon claims I introduce in Chapters One and Two, I explore 

issues facing music supervisors today, such as discourse on the subject of their field and job title, 

the divides and overlaps between creative and business activities in the profession, pay and 

 
55 Caldwell, Production Culture, 3. 
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employment issues, ethical and professional conduct, gender representation, and diversity. While 

contextualizing these components within a neoliberal setting and across their corresponding 

cultural intermediary structures within the supervisory chain, I assess their social construction 

and offer critique relevant to researchers and the sync labor force alike. I present reflections in 

response to self-reflexive commentary from members of the field, while also problematizing 

language, business affairs, and practices that seem to contradict individual and collective goals 

within the professional community. I also provide an overview of the state of music supervision 

curriculum in academia and professional certification programs. In a related discussion, I 

highlight misconceptions and ambiguities intrinsic to the role—and possibly stemming from the 

descriptive language I previously analyzed—by examining common beliefs about the music 

supervisor career trajectory in contrast to real-life examples. I problematize the move toward 

standardization of the career path to the position of “music supervisor,” highlighting the self-

interested factors that contribute to the narrative.  

In Chapter Four, I examine the past and present function of the Guild of Music 

Supervisors and related professional organizations in addressing the critical issues presented in 

previous chapters. I discuss the Guild’s success in building awareness of the profession, while 

playing a critical part in achieving inclusion in major industry awards. I also provide an overview 

of how the Guild has responded to current events of 2020, thus extending its purview into the 

wellbeing of its community. I rely on ethnography to interpret the Guild’s role in order to 

expound upon successes or missed opportunities in fulfilling the capacities and services the 

music supervision community might welcome. In so doing, I begin charting the first history of 

the Guild, situating milestones in an examination of the professional community’s objectives and 

criticisms. 
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In Chapter Five, I offer concluding thoughts on past, present, and future issues in music 

supervision. I take into consideration multiple perspectives from the industry, audiences, and the 

press to critique discourse and related power dynamics that work against members of the music 

supervision profession. As an extension, I argue that music supervisors’ perceived power may 

not align with power held, illustrating diffuse power in relationships between cultural 

intermediaries and reallocating it among other gatekeepers in the culture of sync. I also offer 

speculative ideas concerning technology, new media, and the future of music supervision, 

concluding with implications for further research.
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Chapter 1: Brief History of Music Supervision and Recent Developments and Hierarchical 

Changes in Sync 

In 2006, Business Week dubbed music supervisors “Hollywood’s new power players.”1 This 

power attributed to supervisors is not always strictly economic. Rather, creative power and the 

ability to break—or launch the mainstream career of—artists seem to be where their perceived 

power lies. This has resulted in the belief that the music supervisor is now the most effective 

gateway to fame for undiscovered and independent artists. In addition, music supervisors possess 

some elements of relational power in the supply and value chains that constitute music 

supervision as a whole. While most still must acquiesce to the creative decision-making power of 

directors, some supervisors do have the authority to make final musical selections after either 

encountering the music submitted by independent artists or licensing shops or discovering the 

music on their own.2 At face value, an examination of power dynamics in the hierarchical 

network of players, as well as their corresponding numbers, seems to suggest that directors and 

supervisors hold the upper echelon positions, while licensors hold a lower position, and 

recording artists hold the lowest position. I will investigate these positionalities and propose 

another understanding.  

This chapter first offers a brief history of music supervision as a field and profession in 

order to provide a foundation for critical discussion and analysis of changes that have occurred in 

the music supervisory chain since the 1980s. An examination of technological developments and 

the concomitant changes in neoliberal capitalist ideologies and policies inform this discussion. In 

 
1 Timothy D. Taylor, “Globalized New Capitalism and the Commodification of Taste,” in The Cambridge 

History of World Music, ed. Philip Bohlman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 751. 

 
2 Some directors are known for retaining responsibility for the music selection process, including Quentin 

Tarantino, Wong Kar-wai, Woody Allen, and Pedro Almodóvar. See Kathryn Kalinak, Film Music: A Very Short 

Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 5.  
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this chapter, I also describe the specific processes involved in nodes of the supervisory chain in 

order to highlight power dynamics and industry advancements that have disrupted and altered the 

chain (thereby influencing power relations), perceptions cultural producers have of this chain in 

which they work, and the evaluative stereotypes audience members might hold about the 

production process. Altogether, these changes and terms that illustrate widely held perceptions 

have yielded a new business model, which I untangle in order to better understand roles and 

relationships within the supervisory chain. I draw on existing literature and published interviews, 

but I also incorporate ethnography into this chapter, presenting reflections and critiques 

stemming from interviews I have conducted with industry players, as well as personal fieldwork 

experience based in industry internships I have held and events I have attended while living in 

Los Angeles.  

What this chapter will not do is seek to provide a how-to guide for individuals searching 

for tips to successfully navigate each step in the music supervision process. A recently published 

and very detailed description of the current supervisory chain from end to end already exists. 

Taking the perspective of a well-established music supervisor, and with particular emphasis on 

the artist’s role in the chain, Amanda Krieg Thomas explores all steps of the process in her e-

book, Thinking in Sync: A Primer on the Mind of a Music Supervisor, available from Amazon.3 

This chapter will also not provide an overview of each player’s specific actions in the 

supervisory chain, as Ramsay Adams, David Hnatiuk, and David Weiss have done in Music 

Supervision: The Complete Guide to Selecting Music for Movies, TV, Games & New Media.4 

 
3 Amanda Krieg Thomas, Thinking in Sync: A Primer on the Mind of a Music Supervisor (N.p: Amanda 

Krieg Thomas, 2019), Kindle. 

 
4 Ramsay Adams, David Hnatiuk, and David Weiss, Music Supervision: The Complete Guide to Selecting 

Music for Movies, TV, Games & New Media, 2nd ed. (New York: Schirmer Trade Books, 2017). 
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Instead, this discussion will take an analytical position toward existing structures and hierarchies, 

and my discussion may not always follow a start-to-finish sequence of events within the 

supervisory chain. Moreover, critical analysis of the development of sync’s notably hierarchical 

infrastructure should generate a set of critical issues, which I will begin interrogating in this and 

subsequent chapters. 

Brief History of Music Supervision as a Field and Profession 

The Early Period: Supervisors and the Soundtrack Album 
 

In the 1920s and early 1930s, a film studio’s “music director” would be responsible for 

composing, conducting, and recording music, then would also likely assist in the editing process, 

resulting in synchronization.5 Through the mid-1940s, the person holding the title of “music 

supervisor” typically oversaw tasks now associated with music editors, such as timing of cues.6 

By the 1960s, though, the term “music supervisor” had reappeared, and the position had 

expanded in function. John Barry, who was credited as music supervisor for Midnight Cowboy 

(1969), for instance, composed the title theme music, which was also interwoven with the 

preexisting music featured in the film.7 During this decade, the music supervisor’s role grew in 

importance as the popularity of compilation scores increased with the release of films like The 

Graduate (1967), which features a combination of original underscoring and compiled popular 

songs by Simon and Garfunkel, and Easy Rider (1969), which includes songs by Jimi Hendrix, 

 
5 Michael Slowick, After the Silents: Hollywood Film Music in the Early Sound Era, 1926–1934 (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 35.  

 
6 Jeff Smith, “Taking Music Supervisors Seriously,” in Cinesonic: Experience the Soundtrack, ed. Philip 

Brophy (North Ryde NSW, AU: Southwest Press, 2001), 125. It is worth noting that, at the same time, and since the 

turn of the 20th century, the term “music supervisor” was also directly connected to the education system; it served 

as the title for the individual responsible for curriculum design in music courses offered at schools. 

 
7 Smith, “Taking Music Supervisors Seriously,” 127–128. 
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the Byrds, and other rock artists.8 It was during the late 1970s and early 1980s that the position 

of the music supervisor emerged to respond to the increasing complexity of license agreement 

and contract management.9 While some supervisors worked directly for studios, many remained 

independent freelancers or were employed by music coordination firms which contracted their 

services.10 During the early 1980s, the music supervision function was still mostly associated 

with administrative tasks, although perceptions of the role began to change with the release of 

The Big Chill (1983), which features a compiled score that received high praise and critical 

acclaim for supervisor Gary LeMel, who soon became known as “the father of the compilation 

soundtrack album.”11 In spite of the soaring popularity of compiled score soundtracks and the 

supervisor’s inherent links with them, there were relatively few aspiring supervisors, simply 

because the administrative tasks could be completed by one or two assistant-level employees in 

the music department. The position of music supervisor was commonly perceived to be a clerical 

job, an extension of the routine labor completed by the earlier paper-pushers in the 

administrative cubicles of the music department.  

These perceptions grew into widely held misconceptions, but the fact of the matter was 

that the job description was changing, and quite drastically. In addition to the licensing 

agreements and other paperwork typically expected of music supervisors, the continued 

 
8 Julie Hubbert, “The Compilation Soundtrack from the 1960s to the Present,” in The Oxford Handbook of 

Film Music Studies, ed. David Neumeyer (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 294–95. 

 
9 Jeff Smith, The Sounds of Commerce: Marketing Popular Film Music (New York: Columbia University 

Press, 1998), 209–210. While some argue that the position as we know it today started in the late 1960s or early 

1970s, it was not really consolidated into a legitimate position until the late 1970s. 

 
10 Smith, The Sounds of Commerce, 210. 

 
11 Tim J. Anderson, “From Background Music to Above-the-Line Actor: The Rise of the Music Supervisor 

in Converging Televisual,” Journal of Popular Music Studies 25, no. 3 (September 2013): 373, https://doi.org/ 

10.1111/jpms.12037; Chris Willman, “Gary LeMel, Film Music Supervision Giant and Pop-Jazz Singer, Dies at 

80,” Variety, July 12, 2019, https://variety.com/2019/ music/news/gary-lemel-veteran-film-music-jazz-artist-dies-

1203262909/. 
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popularity of soundtrack recordings and the establishment of record company divisions which 

existed solely for the purpose of producing soundtracks generated new tasks for which personnel 

in the studio would become responsible. It seemed to follow that the person who managed the 

music-related tasks for the film should also produce the soundtracks. So, though somewhat 

related, new responsibilities such as these required new, or at least extended, sets of skills on the 

part of the supervisor. And these links between soundtrack recordings and film did not stop in 

the studio. It was also during this period that “cross-promotion and diversification” emerged as 

key indicators of the future success of both the film and the soundtrack recording.12 In fact, a 

pioneering music supervisor (Danny Goldberg) was credited for dubbing this process “synergy,” 

a term still invoked for instances when two components benefit directly from each other.13 

Finding themselves fully entrenched in the production process, supervisors were also more 

frequently pulled into postproduction work, such as editing the synchronization itself. So while 

those who have filled the position have come from a wide range of backgrounds, candidates with 

legal, administrative, and record industry experience seem to have been the norm.14 

By the late 1980s, compilation scores garnered ample media and studio attention. Several 

successful supervisors were granted more autonomy or control, and the impending rise of the 

position started to gain momentum. Individuals quick to recognize the potentially significant 

financial rewards associated with the position, which had continued to rise in importance for 

studio executives seeking to further capitalize on the sale of soundtrack recordings, filled the 

role. At the same time, as the audio technology of video games became more sophisticated, the 

 
 12 Smith, The Sounds of Commerce, 22, 27. 

 
13 Smith, The Sounds of Commerce, 27. 

 
14 Smith, The Sounds of Commerce, 210. 
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use of existing popular music to define game worlds came into popularity. As early as 1983, the 

groundwork for pervasive sync license opportunities in video games was laid with Midway’s 

arcade game Journey, which included “8-bit arrangements of the titular band’s music.” By 1989, 

“Megablast” by Bomb the Bass served as the title music for Xenon 2 Megablast, paving the way 

for pop music to eventually make its entrance.15 During this period as well, the use of older chart 

hits and current indie music in commercials aimed at the new “Generation X” generated change 

for both the advertising and music industries. Political analyst and cultural historian Thomas 

Frank discusses this development and the obsession with finding the latest, most hip, most cool 

elements of culture as the “conquest of cool,” a concept which interdisciplinary social scientist 

Timothy D. Taylor extends into the “conquest of culture” itself, making advertising cool.16 

By the early 1990s, industry professionals known for their creative work, such as record 

producers and musicians, often stepped into the position of music supervisor to “put their 

creative stamp” on a project. But this development was not driven purely by artistic reasons. 

Synergy led to mutually beneficial connections between the individuals serving as music 

supervisors and their fans, as well as the film’s intended audience or target demographic. For 

example, Kenneth “Babyface” Edmonds functioned as the music supervisor for Boomerang 

(1992) and Waiting to Exhale (1995), which feature music written and produced by Babyface 

and performed by Black artists. The success of this hiring trend and the “standardization” of 

soundtrack albums increased the position’s potential profitability.17 

 
15 Mat Ombler, “How Does the Games Industry Solve Its Problem with Music Licensing?” GamesIndustry, 

October 16, 2019, https://www.gamesindustry.biz/articles/2019-10-16-how-does-the-games-industry-solve-its-

problem-with-music-licensing. 

 
16 See Thomas Frank, The Conquest of Cool: Business Culture, Counterculture, and the Rise of Hip 

Consumerism (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1997); Timothy D. Taylor, “Advertising and 

the Conquest of Culture,” Social Semiotics 19, no. 4 (2009): 405–425, https://doi.org/10.1080/10350330903361091. 

 
17 Smith, The Sounds of Commerce, 211. 
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By the late 1990s, and certainly after the turn of the millennium, higher visibility and 

even some prestige accrued to several influential supervisors and for music supervision in 

general. But tensions arose as the industry changed. In 2001, film scholar Jeff Smith explored 

varying perceptions of the music supervisor in the first scholarly examination of the position. He 

notes the way industry professionals had tended, with few exceptions, to look down on the 

position in the previous decade.18 Similarly, Tim J. Anderson has discussed the position’s rise in 

status since the 1990s, charting the transition from negative feelings toward supervisors to the 

trend of celebrities filling the position themselves.19 Robert Hershon has examined key films and 

personalities that defined the field, adeptly laying out the crucial skills for music supervisors, the 

most important of which, according to music supervisor Barry Cole, was “being a diplomat.”20 

He illustrates inadvertently the liminal position of the music supervisors in a nexus of working 

relationships that bring their own set of complications.21  

For instance, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, when focus was still on monetizing the 

soundtrack album, filmmakers and composers might have thought of supervisors as having 

conflicts of interest. Hershon, for example, explores how the “commercial focus on song 

soundtracks…has damaged the music supervisor’s relationship with the composer [of the film’s 

score], who often sees the music supervisor as the enemy.” Bonnie Greenberg explains, “This 

 
18 Smith, “Taking Music Supervisors Seriously,” 125–146. 

 
19 Anderson, “From Background Music”; Tim J. Anderson, Popular Music in a Digital Music Economy: 

Problems and Practices for an Emerging Service Industry (New York: Routledge, 2014), 123.  

 
20 Robert Hershon, “They’re Playing Your Song: The Role of the Music Supervisor,” Cineaste 26, no. 3 

(Summer 2001): 55, https://search.proquest.com/docview/204843251. 

 
21 For a detailed examination of some of the technological and structural changes in the music industry, and 

their influence on perceptions and practices within music supervision, see Bethany Klein and Leslie M. Meier, “In 

Sync? Music Supervisors, Music Placement Practices, and Industrial Change,” in The Routledge Companion to 

Screen Music and Sound, ed. Miguel Mera, Ronald Sadoff, and Ben Winters (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2017), 

281–90. 
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happens because some music supervisors are really ‘album supervisors’ who are looking for any 

angle to push the score out and to put a song in…Composers and their scores have suffered 

because of this.” This was such a significant point of dissension, in fact, that Greenberg said, 

“When I’m just making a record, I fight not to take the title of music supervisor, because I don’t 

feel that is what I’m doing.” On the other hand, some composers applauded and explicitly 

supported the work of the music supervisor. Graeme Revell, for instance, “not only goes to war 

on behalf of his music supervisor but will actually modify his score to help a song work in a 

movie.”22 Meanwhile, music’s role in advertising continued to grow, with music supervisors and 

advertising industry creatives celebrated for bringing undiscovered talent to the attention of mass 

audiences, and for generating synergy between marketers and record labels.23 

The Golden Age: Supervisors as the “New A&R” 
 

The most obvious growth in the public understanding of music supervision was in the 

early 2000s, when trade journals and websites began to publish regular interviews with music 

supervisors, and universities and trade schools began offering workshops or long-term 

professional education courses in music supervision.24 More people seeking to enter the 

profession generated increased competition, and since high-profile supervisors (e.g., Alexandra 

Patsavas) were independent (i.e., not under contract with any particular studio), they could 

negotiate higher salaries when other studios or directors sought them out by name.25 The use of 

 
22 Hershon, “They’re Playing Your Song,” 24–25. 

 
23 Leslie M. Meier, “Promotional Ubiquitous Musics: Recording Artists, Brands, and ‘Rendering 

Authenticity,’” Popular Music and Society 34, no. 4 (2011): 402–404, https://doi.org/10.1080/03007766. 

2011.601569. 

 
24 Taylor, “Globalized New Capitalism,” 752.  

 
25 For an examination of the career of Alexandra Patsavas, see Breena L. Loraine, “Alexandra Patsavas,” in 

Hollywood Heroines: The Most Influential Women in Film History, ed. Laura L. S. Bauer (Santa Barbara, CA: 

ABC-CLIO, 2019), 207–210. 
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pop music in television and video games, in particular, became both commonplace and 

lucrative.26 It was during this period that supervisors’ ability to break undiscovered artists, 

especially in television, essentially elevated them into the role of A&R (Artists and Repertoire), 

and their good “taste” and function as “curator” began to permeate the vernacular.27 Patsavas’s 

role in breaking several indie artists through placements in The O.C. and Grey’s Anatomy 

between 2003 and 2006, in particular, propelled the position into the mainstream. It may be that, 

in retrospect, this period will become known as the “golden age of music supervision.”28 

Between 2007 and 2010, music supervision grew into—or at least the members of the 

profession purported it to be—a serious profession within the larger cultural industries, the set of 

institutions that “produce and disseminate symbols in the form of cultural goods and services, 

generally, although not exclusively, as commodities.”29 A leading group of supervisors working 

in Hollywood formed the Guild of Music Supervisors that year with the goal of bringing 

supervisors together for networking, career growth opportunities, and think tank sessions 

intended to address compensation, benefits, and a problem with overall respect. The Guild was 

 
26 Ombler, “How Does the Games Industry Solve Its Problem with Music Licensing?” Media and cultural 

studies scholar Alyxandra Vesey has offered a cogent analysis of key aspects of music supervision in a broader 

examination of the labor involved in synchronization for television music. See Alyxandra Vesey, “A Synchronous 

Process: Musicians’ Labor and Identity as Television Industry Practice” (PhD diss., The University of Wisconsin, 

Madison, 2016), ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 

 
27 Previous work on this topic by interdisciplinary social scientist Timothy D. Taylor examines the 

supervisor’s perceived place in the industry and the role it plays in understanding, commodifying, cultivating, 

promoting, and influencing taste and other elements of culture. See Taylor, “Globalized New Capitalism,” 753. 

Michael Bhaskar’s work on curatorship is a useful source, considering the supervisor’s process of searching, 

selecting, possessing, and influencing consumers’ taste. See Michael Bhaskar, Curation: The Power of Selection in a 

World of Excess (London: Piatkus, 2016). 

 
28 Authors of recent news articles have begun referring to the period of Patsavas’s rise in fame—the early 

2000s—as the golden age of music supervision. See “Alex Patsavas Shutters Chop Shop, Joins Netflix,” Production 

Music News, May 30, 2020, https://www.productionmusicnews.com/post/alex-patsavas-shutters-chop-shop-joins-

netflix.  

 
29 Nicholas Garnham, “Concepts of Culture: Public Policy and the Cultural Industries,” Cultural Studies 1, 

no. 1 (1987): 25, https://doi.org/10.1080/09502388700490021. Quoted in Terry Flew, Creative Industries: Culture 

and Policy (London: SAGE, 2012), 16. 
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also formed to advocate for recognition of the music supervisor’s role in major industry award 

categories, and to provide recognition to members of the music supervision community with 

their own set of awards and voting system. By 2010, major music companies, not just in 

Hollywood but also all over the world, had begun to understand the significant role of sync and 

either added supervisor positions or augmented existing divisions. For example, Sony Music 

hired Ian Neil for the “newly-created role of director of music for film, TV, advertising and 

computer games,” a position overseeing all sync activities in the United Kingdom. Said Neil, 

“The difference between now and 10 years ago is that now every managing director wants to 

know what you are doing and the international guys and marketing men too because sync 

generates a lot of money.”30 

Music supervisors had officially become “cultural intermediaries,” serving as liaison 

between film personnel and recording artists. But the simultaneous increase in the demand for 

licensed music generated the need for yet another intermediary: licensing agencies.31 As early as 

1997, Mark Fried, founder of the music publishing firm Spirit Music Group, advised publishers 

and labels to form strong relationships with music supervisors, recommending the following 

steps: listen carefully to what supervisors need in order to provide a “meaningful match” for their 

 
30 Robert Ashton, “Sync: Sony Secures Services of Veteran Music Supervisor,” Music Week (March 27, 

2010): 4, https://search.proquest.com/docview/756627252. 

 
31 See Anderson, “From Background Music,” 374; Natalie Lewandowski, “Understanding Creative Roles 

in Entertainment: The Music Supervisor as Case Study,” Journal of Media and Cultural Studies 24, no. 6 

(December 2010): 873, https://doi.org/10.1080/10304312.2010.510595; Anderson, Popular Music, 123. In 

audiovisual media projects, there are typically two types of musical copyrights that must be cleared by obtaining 

license agreements, which are generally non-exclusive. A synchronization (sync) license is required from the 

musical work’s publisher in order to use the work in conjunction with a visual element, and a master use license is 

required from the record label in order to use the recording of the work. Occasionally, additional types of licenses 

are necessary, but these are usually the only music-related agreements necessary. See Darren Wilsey and Daylle 

Deanna Schwartz, The Musician’s Guide to Licensing Music: How to Get Your Music into Film, TV, Advertising, 

Digital Media & Beyond (New York: Billboard Books, 2010), 2, 33; “How To Acquire Music for Films,” ASCAP, 

accessed October 28, 2014, http://www.ascap.com/music-career/articles-advice/film-tv/How-To-Acquire-Music-

For-Films.aspx. 
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programs, rather than always pitching trending songs, “know the breadth and depth of your 

catalog,” since “your reputation and the company’s bottom line will ultimately be better served 

by your ability to pluck obscure gems from within the catalog and secure less than obvious 

placements,” and “pitch with humanity… [We’ve] almost forgotten the importance of house 

calls. Our business remains one of relationships, and the young manager who takes the time to 

establish and maintain direct, face-to-face contact and ongoing, service-oriented relationships 

with industry professionals will score in many more instances than with inanimate pitching 

devices.”32 

The importance of licensing was soon matched by an increased interest in undiscovered 

talent, resulting in the proliferation of boutique licensing agencies. In 2003, Billboard published 

an article titled “Licensing Liaisons Serve as Middlemen for Labels, Acts,” in which Alicen 

Schneider, Senior Vice President of Music Creative (Television) for NBCUniversal, explains: 

If you only have one hour to find a song [which is often the case with fast-paced TV 

production], you know that they will have something…And with all the problems the 

labels have been having, they can bring us small indies out of Sweden [when today, a 

label strapped for resources might not].33 

 

Referring to licensors as “middlemen” and showing preference for interactions with them over 

large record labels was not only indicative of structural change occurring in the industry, but also 

reflected how industry players understood and perceived licensors as intermediaries in the 

supervisory chain. The one-stop music licensing shop soon became commonplace. 

 The Present: Supervisors Among Intermediaries 
 

With the multiplication of one-stop shops, music supervisors have come to operate  

 
32 Anderson, Popular Music, 132.  

 
33 Susanne Ault, “Licensing Liaisons Serve as Middlemen for Labels, Acts,” Billboard 115, no. 18  

(May 3, 2003): 47, https://search.proquest.com/docview/227216990. 
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among an increasingly complex nexus of contributors functioning within the supervisory chain. 

One-stop shops generally own or control the master rights and copyrights to the music in their 

catalog, and the companies tend to respond to communication from supervisors rapidly (some 

even offer pre-cleared music), unlike large media companies, which are typically buried in 

paperwork and often inundated with phone requests. Because of their small size, licensing shops 

know their catalog so well that their first responses to searches from supervisors usually meet the 

requirements outlined. In some circumstances, shops also have artists in the recording studio on a 

regular basis, giving them an advantage in briefs that require new material fast, specific words in 

the lyrics, or a sound quality or genre that mirrors an artist whose music is just too expensive to 

license. One-stop shops can respond with an incredibly customized piece in a timely manner. 

This ability to customize, and therefore more intricately contribute to the supervisory chain, 

further complicates the licensor’s role as intermediary. They have essentially become what 

human geography scholar Yonatan Schvimer calls “secondary middleman” in his analysis of 

industry in general, or the “middleman’s middleman.” Schvimer explains that their emergence 

“should not be seen merely as the consolidation of an industry, but rather a source of evolution, 

allowing new firms and services to rise, catering to the evolving needs and desires of 

customers.”34 Catering to music supervisors’ specific needs makes shops invaluable as liaisons, 

and shops’ responsiveness and efficiency enable network and studio executives to minimize 

transaction costs associated with the production process. 

From the other side, signing a long-term contract with a one-stop shop has become one of 

the most effective ways for independent artists to reach supervisors. One-stop shops have 

become an attractive option for musicians who have little or no experience with the legal aspects 

 
34 Yonatan Schvimer, “The Rise of the Middleman’s Middleman,” Medium, April 18, 2018, 

https://medium.designit.com/the-rise-of-the-middlemans-middleman-b976ce73e5bc. 
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of drafting and finalizing license agreements.35 Artists often submit their work informally, with 

the hope that staff members will want to represent them. These shops also regularly seek out new 

artists to represent on websites and blogs that are designed specifically to showcase the work of 

unsigned artists.36 Sites that aggregate music heard on television shows and sites or applications 

that list musical works from movie soundtracks also prove useful for finding talent yet to be 

signed. Once an artist and company enter into an agreement, licensing shops promote the work 

of the artist by responding to searches distributed privately, via industry mailing lists, or posted 

on public websites.37 Thus, independent licensing companies, and particularly one-stop shops, 

have emerged as a significant locus of industry power by mediating between independent artists 

and project-based music supervisors (who are themselves intermediaries), seizing some of the 

power most people ascribe solely to supervisors. Although, in the past, artists have relied on 

relationships with other intermediaries, like record labels, who might have also seized some of 

the music supervisor’s power—by providing access to distribution channels like MTV and radio, 

for instance—thanks to recent changes in music technology, listening, and licensing trends, 

today’s licensing shops are more likely to wield the power to break new artists, since they have 

more opportunities to experience new music and sign undiscovered talent, and then control an 

exponentially greater number of opportunities for that music to be pitched and heard by 

supervisors.  

 
35 Wilsey and Schwartz, The Musician’s Guide, 16. 

 
36 Clyde Smith, “Music Supervisors Explain How They Find Indie Music for Movies and TV (Part 2),” 

Hypebot.com, last modified April 13, 2012, http://www.hypebot.com/hypebot/2012/04/music-supervisors-on-how-

they-find-indie-music-for-movies-tv-part-2.html. 

 
37 These and similar promotional tasks were once performed by record labels, but over the past few decades 

shops have stepped in and essentially replaced the labels’ models of artist management and promotion as a result of 

the labels’ problems, to which Schneider alludes. Ault, “Licensing Liaisons,” 47. 
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 In addition to working with licensors, music supervisors often engage interns and 

frequently employ assistants and coordinators. In general, interns learn the ropes while 

performing tasks that range from minor office needs to more significant communication with 

other supervisors, publishers, and production staff. Assistants may handle scheduling, coordinate 

emails, and provide general support for supervisors, while coordinators often perform the more 

technical work that music supervision used to be, focusing on administrative aspects of clearance 

and project management. The number of music coordinators has grown since 2010, as the 

number of projects that require music supervisors has grown and supervisors take on more and 

more work. In her recent Thinking in Sync: A Primer on the Mind of a Music Supervisor, music 

supervisor Amanda Krieg Thomas explains that a coordinator’s role varies from supervisor to 

supervisor. She states, “While a music supervisor is responsible for overseeing and executing the 

‘big picture’ of all things relating to music on a project (liaising with the director or showrunner, 

producers, studio, etc.),” music coordinators frequently handle logistical or administrative tasks, 

such as “tracking shooting schedules, script changes, song research,” and sometimes venturing 

into the creative side by “listening to new artists and music submissions that come in.”38 

Krieg Thomas calls coordinators the “next generation” of supervisors, and she would 

seem to be correct.39 Many coordinators have worked their way up to achieve sole music 

 
38 Krieg Thomas, Thinking in Sync, Location 757, 761. 

 
39 Krieg Thomas provides a long list of how-to resources for artists, licensors, and supervisors. It is 

noteworthy that all of the books that she recommends are related to licensing or publishing, not developing a sense 

of “musical taste” or honing music placement skills as a supervisor, two concepts I will interrogate in subsequent 

chapters. Some of these resources include All You Need to Know about the Music Business by Donald S. Passman, 

Kohn on Music Licensing by Al and Bob Kohn, The Indie Guidebook to Music Supervision for Films by Sharal 

Churchill, Master Music Licensing by Michael Elsner, Music Business Handbook and Career Guide by David and 

Tim Baskerville, Music, Money, and Success: The Insider’s Guide to Making Money in the Music Business by 

Jeffrey and Todd Brabec, Music Publishing: The Complete Guide by Steve Winogradsky, Music Supervision 2: The 

Complete Guide to Selecting Music for Movies, TV, Games and New Media by Ramsay Adams, David Hnatiuk, and 

David Weiss, and The Plain and Simple Guide to Music Publishing: What You Need to Know about Protecting and 

Profiting from Music Copyrights by Randall D. Wixen. 
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supervisor credits in major studio productions, as well as freelance projects. Nicole Luebbe, for 

example, started working as a music coordinator for Heavy Hitters Music Group from 2014 to 

2016 and now serves as music supervisor on a number of projects, such as Project Runway, Top 

Chef, and America Ninja Warrior, Jr. in her role as Music Manager at Tinnopolis.40 Brienne 

Rose started as music coordinator for various film projects and later established Noise/Racket, 

her own music supervision company.41 Stacey Horrick, who started in the industry as an intern, 

later became a coordinator, and then transitioned into the role of music supervisor for projects 

ranging from video games to television series.42 In 2018, Careersinfilm.com attempted to 

standardize a music supervision career trajectory by stating the following: “An apprenticeship is 

one way to break into the industry. Get an internship with a big Music Supervisor and work your 

way up to becoming an Assistant, then Coordinator, and finally a Music Supervisor.”43 But this 

transition does not always materialize, and there are certainly professionals who have bypassed 

some or all of these stations in their respective careers. That there does seem to be a trend toward 

standardizing the path to the coveted title of “music supervisor,” in spite of its indeterminacy, is 

something I will problematize in Chapter Three.  

Compared to music supervisors working in the 1980s and 1990s, today’s supervisors 

enjoy much more authority, a shift illustrated by the assignment of credits. In-house music 

 
40 “Nikole Luebbe,” Linkedin, accessed February 21, 2020, https://www.linkedin.com/in/nikole-luebbe-

8197bb56/. 

 
41 Jonathan Parks-Ramage, “Music Supervisor Brienne Rose on How to Choose the Perfect Music for TV,” 

Vice, November 10, 2016, https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/7xzv8a/music-supervisor-brienne-rose-on-how-to-

choose-the-perfect-music-for-tv. 

 
42 “Interview with Music Supervisor and Business Development in Music for Video Games and Interactive 

Media at Massive Music NYC, Stacey Horricks,” PlayItLoudMusic’s Blog, accessed March 5, 2020, 

https://playitloudmusic.wordpress.com/interviews/music-supervisors/interview-with-music-%20supervisor-and-

business-development-in-music-for-video-games-and-interactive-media-at-%20massive-music-nyc-stacey-horricks/. 

 
43 Mike Turner, “Music Supervisor,” CareersinFilm.com, last modified June 12, 2018, 

https://www.careersinfilm. com/music-supervisor/. 
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supervisors who work for major networks like NBC only recently began receiving credits for 

shows, and getting them marked a major win for the profession. Music supervisor Kerri Drootin 

acknowledged the advocacy efforts of Alicen Schneider in this shift at NBC.44 In addition, “an 

increasing number of recent films [credit] the music supervisor…before the composer of original 

music.”45 Using standard industry lingo, Anderson distinguishes between two specific ways 

supervisors may be credited: “above-the-line” versus “below-the-line.”46 As he notes, “above-

the-line players” are “accorded agency and responsibility” and earn “significantly larger 

salaries,” and he concludes with the claim that the above-the-line music supervisor is “proactive, 

not simply a ‘catalyst’ or ‘liaison.’”47 Anderson’s distinction between the two forms of crediting 

is more than useful to consider when examining how supervisors are perceived and, in some 

ways depicted, during the production process.48 However, his line of reasoning glamorizes the 

true level of authority and creative control supervisors may or may not possess. A type of 

industry story chronicling music supervision’s “rise” has become a staple of the literature, and it 

mirrors and might even exacerbate the power differentials in the field, an issue I will discuss 

further in Chapter Three.  

 
44 Kerri Drootin, interview with author, May 16, 2018. 

 
45 Taylor, “Globalized New Capitalism,” 751. 

 
46 Anderson, “From Background Music,” 371–388. The “line” in these two phrases refers to the line on the 

filmmaking budget sheet that separates the key personnel responsible for creative contributions or executive 

decisions, such as producers, writers, directors, and some actors who are listed above the line, from technicians and 

other employees who complete production tasks and are listed below the line. Anderson demonstrates that above-

the-line individuals have more creative authority and higher pay. See also Gail Frommer, “Hooray for…Toronto? 

Hollywood, Collective Bargaining, and Extraterritorial Union Rules in an Era of Globalization,” University of 

Pennsylvania Journal of Labor and Employment Law 6, no. 1 (Fall 2003): 74–75. 

  
47 Anderson, “From Background Music,” 385. 

 
48 For another examination of the field’s practical issues and exploration of supervisors’ creative influence, 

see Natalie Lewandowski’s analysis of the supervisor’s role in the context of the Australian film industry. 

Lewandowski, “Understanding Creative Roles,” 865–875. 
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In “Globalized New Capitalism and the Commodification of Taste,” Taylor quotes an 

“industry insider” who believed the “music supervisor boom” was already ending in 2007.49 My 

research and personal experience in the field have falsified that prediction. Sync licensing and 

music supervision opportunities have experienced consistent expansion as a result of the nature 

of changes in media production. With streaming platforms now ubiquitous, content creation in 

the form of new television shows and films has seen considerable growth. A simultaneous 

increase in audio-visual projects and appreciation for the role music supervisors play translates 

into an increase in the need for sync licensing. Indeed, widespread content creation has caused 

changes in licensing processes and has created so much more work for licensors and supervisors 

alike. Music supervisor Lynn Fainchten, for instance, reflects on her work as a result of Netflix’s 

approach to season releases: 

…I’m working three times more than I used to because of the shows. In March I 

delivered shows for Germany, Denmark, Jordan, Turkey, and Colombia. Every episode 

has at least two, three, or four songs. It’s not like a movie that has only twelve songs. For 

shows, each season has around 30 or 40 songs, and each song has at least two deals 

because of its publishing and recording rights. If it’s 40 songs, then it’s 80 deals. 

Sometimes there are two publishers so the amount has tripled. Last year I did 722 

licenses. Imagine, I cleared 722 songs.50 

 

Now, in the 2020s, the field and profession seem ever-expanding and the Guild of Music 

Supervisors is in full swing with social events, professional workshops, conferences, and awards 

shows. But one can see a possible plateau on the horizon, simply due to saturation and 

homogenization within the field. Based on the recent consolidation of the profession (i.e., there 

are currently roughly a dozen supervisors who can obtain the largest or most exciting projects), 

 
49 Taylor, “Globalized New Capitalism,” 751. 

 
50 Miriam Garcia, “On Starting by Accident and Learning on the Run,” The Creative Independent, last 

modified May 31, 2019, https://thecreativeindependent.com/people/music-supervisor-lynn-fainchtein-on-starting-

by-accident-and-learning-on-the-run/. 
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which I would argue began in 2013 or so, it appears the market for supervisors will reach full 

maturity and then saturation in the near future. A website powered by theSYNCreport, a 

subscription-based music licensing network, estimates that “20% of the Music Supervisors in 

Los Angeles are working on 80% of the key projects encompassing Film, TV, Trailer, Video 

Games and Advertising.”51  

However, this consolidation does not translate into an absolute decline. With streaming 

platforms securing their position as widely accessible and artistically legitimate producers of 

content (i.e., content produced for these platforms receives major industry awards and positive 

audience reception), music supervisors will continue to see an increase in job opportunities. 

Moreover, due to the global pandemic of the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) and the resulting 

increase in the consumption of streamed content (which I will explore further in Chapter Four), 

demand for music supervisors will continue. And, though the possibility of blockchain 

technology and Artificial Intelligence may help automate some of the more menial tasks related 

to music clearance and artist payment, it is unlikely that the human and “diplomatic” touch in 

sync will be fully replaced. 

Technological Changes  

 

Technological recording advances that fully emerged in the 1980s “mark the beginning of what 

may be the most fundamental change in the history of Western music since the invention of 

music notation in the ninth century.”52 Although these developments sparked the transition from 

an album sales-based music industry to a copyright-based industry, recent advancements in 

database management, digital services, and streaming music platforms have proved even more 

 
51 “Powered by theSYNCreport, Your Music Licensing Network,” Music Supervisors Los Angeles, 

accessed October 1, 2020, https://musicsupervisorslosangeles.com. 

 
52 Timothy D. Taylor, Strange Sounds: Music, Technology and Culture (New York: Routledge, 2001), 3.  
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disruptive. In terms of music listening engagement, innovative companies, such as iTunes, 

founded in 2000, Spotify, launched in 2006, and Beats Music, officially established in 2014, 

have altered the discovery, consumption, and distribution of music. All of these changes, and 

these online music platforms, and similar applications, like SoundCloud, YouTube, and 

Bandcamp, in particular, provide artists and music supervisors with the opportunity to navigate 

the supervisory chain much more efficiently and effectively.53  

Thomas Golubić, who served as music supervisor for Six Feet Under and Breaking Bad, 

and now has credits that include Better Call Saul, Ray Donovan, and The Walking Dead,  

reflected on his experience as a music supervisor working through these technological changes 

when I spoke with him.54 He recalled the days when we “were living in CD land” and 

supervisors protectively guarded their database of music, which they had been “slowly building 

from burning all these CDs over the course of time” to give them a competitive edge over other 

supervisors. But the notion that one would protect a collection of music has disappeared with 

“essentially the entire world music collection available digitally,” changing the form of 

“exploration, and of course, it’s led to a boom in the many curators out there who are exploring 

music that is really exciting and would otherwise have not been noticed, including other people, 

like music supervisors.”55  

 
53 Julianne Pepitone and David Goldman, “The Evolution of iTunes,” CNN Business, last modified April 

26, 2013, http://money.cnn.com/gallery/technology/2013/04/25/itunes-history/; “Company Overview of Spotify 

Limited,” Bloomberg Businessweek, accessed December 4, 2014, http://investing.businessweek.com/research/ 

stocks/private/snapshot.asp?privcapId=49444968; “About Us,” Beats by Dre, accessed December 4, 2014, 

http://www.beatsbydre.com/aboutus; Meier, “Promotional Ubiquitous Musics”: 403–404, https://doi.org/10.1080/ 

03007766.2011.601569; Chuck Crisafulli, “YouTube, iTunes Transform Music Supervision,” The Hollywood 

Reporter, April 17, 2007, http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/youtube-itunes-transform-music-supervision-

134234.  
 
54 “Thomas Golubić,” IMDb, accessed December 11, 2014, http://www.imdb.com/name/nm0326724/. 

 
55 Thomas Golubić, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 
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Indeed, music and artist discovery in the film and television licensing sector of the music 

industry, in particular, has been substantially transformed by these technologies. Traditionally 

discovered at live performance engagements or via radio airplay, independent artists soon began 

catching the attention of music supervisors through online channels. Recording artists, 

particularly independent musicians, could harness the digital tools at their disposal to more easily 

communicate and build relationships. Musicians could quickly and easily upload tracks and 

personalize pages and profiles, and supervisors could take advantage of limitless inexpensive 

digital connections to musical works in user-friendly environments.56 Applications offering 

“recommendation systems” and “collaborative filtering systems,” for example, could foreground 

artists whose music related to other songs recently played, simultaneously broadening yet 

narrowing and expediting a supervisor’s search for suitable music.57 These systems took over 

from the production music library system of the previous business world. In those days, an artist 

would write and record hundreds of cues for a production library, working for hire, completely 

separate from the authentic indie rock persona they might have cultivated. These systems were 

often consulted simply for ease of use and affordability, not necessarily quality. Even though 

systems did not always return accurate search results or provide recommendations with the 

intended degree of exactitude, these outlets supplied supervisors with instant access to artists 

whose music had been formerly secluded on unknown websites or had been scattered throughout 

disparate physical and online locations.58 

 
56 Sites like www.bandcamp.com and www.soundcloud.com are perhaps the two most popular sites for 

artists to upload their music. 

 
57 Taylor, “Globalized New Capitalism,” 754. 

 
58 Robert Fink, “Orchestral Corporate,” Echo: A Music Centered Journal 2, no. 1 (2000). 
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Coupled with the refinement of music classification systems, search engines, and filtering 

capabilities, databases have been managed and explored more thoroughly and productively since 

the start of the new millennium. In March of 2001, for example, MP3.com launched a system, 

the first of its kind, in which independent artists could upload their music to the site’s searchable 

database, a development that would have lasting effects on sync. The site was created to promote 

music licensing, while also accelerating legal documentation and payment processes. Artists 

could choose to attend to the legal documents for synchronization and master use licenses on 

their own, or to procure legal services from MP3.com’s partner, Enable Your Music (EYM).59 

Unlike other sites or programs that simply served as aggregators where artists paid to post their 

work, MP3.com’s database offered a completely individualized experience for the end user. The 

site not only provided “the largest collection of unaffiliated music on the Internet, with nearly 

110,000 artists and bands…posting more than 800,000 songs,” but also customized each user’s 

session.60 The specificity of advanced search results for a person seeking to license music for a 

television show, for example, could be as narrow as a list of artists who were most popular in a 

city in which the show’s ratings had declined, or a list of artists who were most associated with a 

particular age or gender demographic relevant to the show.  

The elegance and usefulness of searching capabilities stem from the technological 

advancements associated with neoliberalization, and developers have only continued making 

significant improvements over the past decade.61 These technological innovations have also 

influenced the use of internal databases that function as repositories and search engines for music 

 
59 Steve Traiman, “Songwriters & Publishers: MP3.com Sets Up Licensing Program - Initiative Includes 

Searchable Database of Unsigned Artists,” Billboard - the International Newsweekly of Music, Video and Home 

Entertainment, February 17, 2001, http://search.proquest.com/docview/987493. 

 
60 Traiman, “Songwriters & Publishers.” 

 
61 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 159. 
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licensing companies and supervisors to track their music selections or license agreements 

throughout the music licensing and film/television production process. Timothy D. Taylor 

describes today’s music supervisors as “human search engines and taste machines”:   

[They explore] the web for music, employing recently developed online search engines 

that allow them and others in the entertainment industry to search for music—by genre, 

style, and, sometimes, mood—fulfilling their r[o]le as music tastemakers in the world of 

globalized new capitalism, a world in which commercial interests have pervaded virtually 

all arenas of cultural production. They are what Boltanski and Chiapello call “managers,” 

one of a new kind of service provider whose “talent for sniffing things out” is 

increasingly common.62 

 

In addition to the software programs that enable artist discovery, more basic database 

applications and simple spreadsheets have been useful as well, especially for boutique music 

licensing companies that own modest libraries of musical works. Pieces are divided into major 

categories, such as vocals versus instrumentals. Key musical terms are also noted, including 

genre, subgenre, voice quality, general contour of the melodic line, overall dynamic level, tempo, 

instrumentation, and any other unique sound effects, such as clapping and whistling. Additional 

descriptive words and feelings or moods the music evokes are documented as well. These 

techniques were pioneered in CD-based and then web-based production music libraries. A 

“sounds like” column often proves useful for categorizing and filtering, since many supervisors 

tend to provide the names of more well-known artists that would be appropriate matches for the 

placement in order to give more direction to those pitching music to them. Recording these 

detailed elements allows database and spreadsheet users to query specific words and names the 

moment a brief is received, allowing them to reply more quickly with a suitable 

recommendation.  

 
62 Taylor, “Globalized New Capitalism,” 753. See Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello, The New Spirit of 

Capitalism, trans. Gregory Elliott (New York: Verso, 2005), 444. 
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Music supervisors also rely on these key terms to create spreadsheets and folders in order 

to document and store music they have received or discovered on their own.63 Amanda Krieg 

Thomas describes her process: 

I’m constantly receiving submissions from artists and companies I know, many I don’t, 

some for specific projects, most just to keep in our library of almost 100,000 songs, to be 

ready for when the exact right search comes up. It’s my responsibility to listen, evaluate, 

categorize and file everything according to as many keywords as I can, so I can refer to 

them in the future.64 

 

The act of categorizing and retaining for future use takes the role of the supervisor a step 

beyond Taylor’s notion of the “human search engine” to database manager. In my fieldwork, we 

used Google Sheets to build a database of songs by artists on the roster, organizing songs by 

specific categories and keywords. At one of the companies, we also used Spotify to create 

similarly categorized private and public playlists. Lindsay Wolfington, whose supervisory credits 

include Ghost Whisperer, One Tree Hill, The Sing-Off, and The Client List, saves music in 

iTunes and Spotify.65 She categorizes folders based on simple characteristics of songs, such as 

moods like “mellow” or “dramatic.” Wolfington also categorizes by tempo and lyrical content, 

using descriptive phrases like “upbeat” and “quirky.”66 Such processes make licensors’ responses 

to music searches, or supervisors’ identification of the right song for a placement, much simpler 

and definitely more efficient. 

While information technologies have certainly expanded and expedited cultural 

production, the “cultural dominant” since their development has been more specifically related to 
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“search.” The sheer amount of information, vast array of commodities, and internationality in 

general, have presented the need for tools and processes which enable consumers and producers 

to simply locate what they seek. Taylor’s emphasis on the importance of search as “a way for 

consumers to navigate an ever-growing marketplace” is useful in understanding its reach.67 In 

fact, it is seemingly not in jest that Matthew Hindman coined the term “googlearchy” to give the 

“rule of the most heavily linked” a proper name.68 Search has certainly reigned supreme since the 

1980s, and cultural production is not the only area over which it governs. Googlearchy has also 

influenced politics and sociality. Thus, search can shed light on the state of the film and 

television music industry, and, more specifically, the music supervisor’s role over the past 

several decades. If music supervisors are, indeed, “human search engines and taste machines” 

who rely on “online search engines that allow them and others in the entertainment industry to 

search for music—by genre, style, and sometimes, mood,” ultimately gaining influence as 

“music tastemakers,” it follows that they represent the ruling class of Googlearchy.  

 But, as musicologist Robert Fink demonstrates, search is not a new phenomenon, and 

production music libraries have been in existence since the first half of the 20th century.69 So 

besides the pervasive use of computers and mobile phones, the standardization and 

reorganization of data, the refinement of algorithms, and the improved sorting, filtering, and 

recommending capabilities of search engines and systems, what has produced this supposedly 

new obsession with search? On one hand, the simple fact that commodities are produced and 

distributed more quickly and often in greater quantity (creating what Grant McCracken calls 
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“plenitude” and Taylor refers to as a “plethora of goods”) has augmented the need to collect, 

digitize, store, and query data. On the other hand, “taste” has positioned those who seemingly 

possess it “as important as cultural creators.”70 Indeed, the dismantling of hierarchies in cultural 

taste in relation to class distinction (i.e., omnivorousness supplants “snobbishness among 

Americans of highbrow status,”71 and hipster trends render such distinctions moot) has presented 

consumers with the need to search for, discover, and procure the rare, eclectic, or new. In this 

and other ways, the prescribed listening experiences radio provides, for instance, are more 

frequently replaced by subscription services (e.g., Pandora, Spotify, etc.), which rely on such 

systems, and, perhaps more and more common, “personal searches.”72 

 These are neither the only technological changes the field has experienced nor the only 

tools the community has adapted. Artificial Intelligence (AI) has already begun to have an 

impact upon music supervision and will likely become a significant factor in various nodes of the 

supervisory chain. AI will change the ways in which music is created, thereby modifying the 

types of “artists” music supervisors proceed to clear. FastForward, an international music 

conference, hosted a panel on the potential impact of AI on sync in London in 2017.73 Rachel 

Menzies, music supervisor with Native Music Supervision & Production, explains that AI music 

generates copious amounts of music inexpensively for specific types of projects, such as tracks 

intended for online video. These types of syncs may have once included more expensive music 
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from major labels.74 Menzies first suggests that sync for large advertising deals will likely pass 

on AI music in favor of highly recognizable tracks that trigger cultural references and memories 

for viewers. This assumption seems on point with popular music’s ability to achieve several of 

advertising’s key goals efficiently, especially consumer associations, emotional responses, and 

recall.75 Menzies then suggests that projects that previously used production music might pull 

from AI music.76  

AI will also contribute to the manner in which music discovery occurs, negotiations and 

sync deals are structured, and payments are processed. Kristina Benson, founder and owner of 

music licensing shop Sweet on Top, uses AI built by her husband.77 Another example is MDIIO, 

formally Music Data Intelligence In/Out, which claims to be “the only music management, 

pitching, collaborating, syncing, licensing, and project brief platform that utilizes proprietary AI 

and Machine Learning tools to discover and analyze tracks,” and “streamline workflows, provide 

transparency, automate processes, increase revenues, and reduce costs” for those involved in all 

levels of sync. MDIIO also purports itself to be “the only unified platform in the world with AI 

and Machine Learning to help its artists network, protect, pitch, and break through the industry 

walls to place music with companies.”78 Daryl Berg, Vice President of Music Strategies and 
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Licensing at Crown Media Family Networks, endorses the service, applauding its “intuitive 

features like similarity matching and dynamic emotion analysis,” which he believes will enable 

individuals to “discover new talent and bespoke compositions in a more timely manner, resulting 

in greater efficiency and savings.” Similarly, Ashley Waldron, music supervisor at The Melody 

Works, offers her reflections on the advantages of the service, indicating how the tool meets her 

needs comprehensively: “MDIIO brings music together into one cohesive platform where I can 

keep track of my briefs, catalogs, playlists, artist relationships and allows me to license tracks 

with ease.”79  

Automated songwriting, pitching, and licensing are just several elements that could 

potentially reduce a number of positions from the supervisory chain, while making other roles 

almost unnecessary, thereby decreasing the number of necessary players in the field and reducing 

costs. In his article “Super Music Supervision: Quickly Discovering Relevant Music with the 

help of AI,” Valerio Velardo notes that “new technologies can help streamline the music 

supervision process, quickening the identification of relevant musical content when searching 

large musical libraries.”80 But what do all of these changes suggest about the future roles and 

functions of human artists, Performing Rights Organizations (PROs), copyright laws and 

lawsuits, and music supervision as a profession overall? Such questions and speculative ideas of 

how recent technological developments and soon-to-be-released software programs and 

applications will have an impact on the field will be explored in Chapter Five. At the very least, 
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these technological changes and other factors have contributed to the development of a new 

business model dominant in sync. 

A New Business Model 

Since the 1980s, “neoliberal capitalism has witnessed the increasingly sophisticated and 

pervasive encroachment of the economic field into various fields of cultural production.”81 In the 

contemporary film and television music industry, music is unarguably a commodity.82 But 

“[t]oday popular music is not simply a consumer good as Theodor Adorno observes; it is also a 

property to be licensed to various business partners.”83 As Ugo Pagano illustrates, the 

commodification of knowledge and the intellectual monopolies that ensued in the mid-1990s 

have continued through the past three decades, with the “knowledge economy” and particular 

interest in technology predominant during the 1990s, followed by the reduction of investment 

opportunities and recession-related financial crises derailing so many during the 2000s.84 

According to Pagano, “The property rights of intellectual monopoly capitalism have emerged as 

the dominant form of production relations under the technology of the knowledge-intensive 

economy and they are likely to shape its immediate future.”85 Pagano suggests that this scenario 

compels individuals to own intellectual property simply because it inhibits the freedom of others 

to copy their work or precise process.  
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These conditions have contributed to the development of a music business model with a 

strong focus on licensing.86 Film and television license agreements, and the income they 

generate, have become just as important in today’s neoliberal capitalist music environment as 

traditional royalties paid to composers and performers out of record sales.87 For large music 

companies, record labels, and publishing houses, license agreements function as a steady stream 

of revenue. Most executives have already acknowledged the monetary significance of this aspect 

of the new music business model. In 2004, Robert Rowe, President of Sony/ATV Music 

Publishing, stated, “as far as we’re concerned [music licensing is] one of the most important 

growth areas that we have—now and for the foreseeable future—so it’s of the highest priority in 

making up for the decline in mechanical income.”88 Accompanying changes in the hierarchy of 

music industry personnel, as well as the increase in size and power of financial institutions in 

contemporary neoliberal capitalism, is an expansion in the reliance on rent-like sources of 

income as a kind of return on cultural capital.89  

But, as Ugo Pagano explains, how people commodify and thereby value intellectual 

property “not only increases the financialization of capitalism, shifting its employment to less 

productive activities; it also increases its financial instability.”90 This element of “value” has 

dramatic consequences on music licensing and those involved in sync. In fact, it is one of several 
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reasons two songs with similar lyrics, instrumentation, and overall style may have extreme 

differences in their costs for licensing, a scenario that yields many implications for publishers 

and licensors negotiating sync deals with supervisors who, for the most part, have consistently 

seen reductions in music budgets. Brad Rosenberger, Senior VP of Film and TV Music at 

Warner/Chappell Music, confesses, “everybody’s concerned with budgets.”91  

So with smaller budgets and other financial constraints (e.g., paying coordinators or 

others who help with clearance tasks, etc.), music supervisors are often compelled to choose their 

musical selections resourcefully. Unsigned artists are sometimes preferred, even sought out, over 

established artists because their music is more affordable to license. While often perceived as 

lucrative and trendy, music licensing has become all-important in the film and television 

industry, even though financial return sought is not always fully realized. Yet, the emphasis on 

and augmented financial benefit from entrepreneurial efforts and private property in a neoliberal 

setting make some rights holders believe that owning a copyright and licensing music will prove 

indispensable to surviving financially.92 To be clear, some music supervisors may not work with 

licensed music, and instead supervise original scoring, sometimes selecting the composer, 

providing feedback as a producer might, and even working with an editor on the sync’s 

integration with visual media.93 Nevertheless, most music supervisors are extremely—oftentimes 

completely—dependent upon licensed music, and so this new business model is fundamental to 

their work on projects.  
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Before agreements can even be drafted, multiple players within the music industry must 

complete certain activities and processes. Recording artists, publishers, licensing companies, 

music supervisors, film and television production staff and executives, and legal departments all 

contribute to the music licensing value chain, in which resources like technology and 

professional relationships are paramount. Although there are still great power differences 

between independent artists and large music firms and publishing houses, many musicians have 

harnessed the opportunities license agreements offer. For many artists, license agreements have 

provided at least some financial support and, for some, have underwritten a foray into 

mainstream media. In fact, the “independent music ‘formula,’” the use of music by undiscovered 

artists in television shows, has proven to be one of the most effective methods for breaking 

artists in recent years.94 (I will examine this formula and offer an analysis of a particular sync to 

illustrate its function and influence in Chapter Two.) Ultimately, this new business model and 

corresponding licensing trends and “formulas” that break artists have generated significant 

hierarchical shifts for the players who operate within sync. 

Hierarchical Changes in the Field 

 

Mark Fried, President of Spirit Music Group, explains, “Perhaps the best news, particularly for 

resourceful independents, is that music supervisors and the film and television music 

departments they serve are as open to classic songs and hip new artists as A&R guys used to be.” 

Similarly, David G. Powell, owner of The Music Bridge, a licensing company in Los Angeles, 

writes: 

While many filmmakers may have expensive music licensing tastes because they 

understandably want to license “the soundtrack of their lives” (well-known, 

commercially released music licensed by the major labels and publishers), the more 

restrained your music budget is, the more creative and innovative you can be in finding 
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rare and unknown music, undiscovered talent and unique approaches to your audio 

soundtrack. Be adaptive and flexible, stay open to alternatives as well as possibilities, and 

have an understanding of the realities and strategies of limited rights licensing as you 

choose to “lease or buy” music for your documentary masterpiece.95 

 

Interestingly, Powell’s statements here seem to reinforce the concept of “tastemaker,” but 

perhaps on a more generational level, and definitely with respect to genre. Powell juxtaposes 

filmmakers who are of a certain age (i.e., those who want to license “the soundtrack of their 

lives”) with supervisors in the know, who recognize “good” indie music from “undiscovered 

talent.” Alexandra Patsavas, who is perhaps the most well-known supervisor for discovering 

musical talent and breaking artists since the 2000s, says, “Showcasing talent and premiering new 

songs is one of my favorite aspects of music supervision.”96  

The music supervisor’s move in the direction of A&R is happening outside of 

Hollywood, and on the international scene as well. Even supervisors working in the United 

Kingdom acknowledge the importance of music discovery through sync. And this trend has not 

lost traction since Patsavas’s initial success in bringing artists into the mainstream. As recently as 

July 2019, supervisors are still touting the power of the sync to break an artist. Hayley Smith, for 

example, says the following of her own placements: 

Love Island has a huge place in the music industry right now. It has forged its own sound 

and transitioned into a show that people watch not only for the entertainment value, but 

also for music discovery. The proof is there with the incredible success of Freya Ridings 

last year and I’ve already heard really promising things about a bunch of other artists 

featured in this series. The stats from Shazam have been record breaking and the fact that  
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one play on the show can shoot you right to the top of the iTunes chart and into the 

official Top 40 speaks for itself.97 

 

Similarly, Catherine Grieves speaks about discovery through sync for Killing Eve, also 

alluding to the role Shazam plays: 

We love Cigarettes After Sex, their tone is just so synonymous with the sound of the 

show, so they’re a great fit. With a show like Killing Eve, Shazam gets used a lot and it 

gets people listening to music they might not discover in a different way. There is 

definitely a benefit to having your song used that isn’t just the direct sync fee 

opportunity. There’s the wider picture of streaming – the impact of that is particularly 

beneficial to independent artists. The Spanish artist Psychotic Beats’ “Killer Shangri-

Lah” featured in series one and on the trailer. The impact has been phenomenal, their 

streams have sky-rocketed, there are definite success stories. And the impact on 

Unloved’s profile has definitely been raised since the show.98 

 

In addition to the Shazam application, Tunefind.com and social media sites have provided the 

ability for fans to directly engage with music supervisors about the music they discovered and to 

ask questions about the artists themselves. Robin Urdang, for instance, uses Twitter to 

communicate with fans who inquire about Devonté Hynes’s music for the HBO series that 

premiered in September 2020, We Are Who We Are.99 

Although not all music supervisors feel A&R is a primary aspect of their job, they 

recognize the significance it plays in their work. Thomas Golubić, for example, says he focuses 

more on storytelling, and if the positive effects of A&R follow, then that is an added benefit. He 

explains, 
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I don’t view myself as doing A&R—it’s not my job to make hits, it’s not my job to help 

an artist’s career, but I’m always extremely happy when it happens and I know that the 

work that I do in storytelling has a residual effect, where artists who otherwise are 

unknown suddenly have a platform, where they have something they can put in their 

press release that somebody will now pay more attention to it, or they can go to their 

website and say, “Hey, I’m part of this really cool thing.” There’s an association there 

that’s really positive.100 

 

Like music supervisors who function as the new A&R through film, television, and 

advertising projects, music supervisors for video games can break artists as well. When I asked 

Maya Halfon Cordova, Senior Music Supervisor for Microsoft, if she ever comes across certain 

undiscovered artists that she wants to champion and feels a sense of responsibility for bringing 

them to the public’s attention, she said there are certainly artists she loves and regularly pitches. 

She reflected on her experience with Kid Karate, a band she saw live at a music festival in New 

York. After pitching their music for various projects, their big break occurred with Xbox One. 

When a user would initially launch the system, a loading screen would appear with updates and 

Microsoft wanted to play a video to provide entertainment. Halfon Cordova was given a temp 

track the production team really liked, but she gave them Kid Karate. They listened, but then 

requested other suggestions. She pushed back, urging them to listen to Kid Karate, and they 

ultimately secured the placement. She told me that this was a wonderful experience because Kid 

Karate had been an indie band, and all of a sudden millions of people heard their music as soon 

as they turned on their Xbox. She said this sort of scenario is not a typical experience for her. 

She later informed me that she heard Kid Karate’s song in a Super Bowl commercial and proudly 

reflected on being the first one to place the song.101 
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Thus, stepping into the shoes of A&R personnel, supervisors must not only know more 

music in greater depth than they heard on the radio growing up, and be able to recognize new 

talent when they hear it; they must also understand how an artist’s sound can contribute to the 

brand identity of the project into which the musical work is synced, tasks that require a 

significant level of technical skill and creativity. According to Rick Rubin, former co-president 

of Columbia Records, being successful in the music industry “always comes down to taste,”102 

and this is especially true for those selecting music for audiovisual projects, he believes. This 

ability to recognize new talent, know the pulse of popular culture, and dramatically influence 

consumer tastes, has elevated the perceived and actualized authority supervisors possess in 

relation to others involved in the supervisory chain. 

Compared to music supervisors working in the late twentieth century, many of today’s 

supervisors enjoy more creative independence.103 Thomas Golubić has commented on recent 

changes within the music industry. In an interview with Rollo & Grady, he notes the higher level 

of creativity music supervisors now enjoy:  

… I personally feel like my projects are creatively loose and I have a blessed amount of 

authority in being able to throw weird ideas out and see how they get saluted. I think 

that’s happening more and more. There’s definitely a more brave creative energy 

happening in supervision right now…104 

 

But Thomas Golubić is a unique case. As part of the top handful of music supervisors in the 

field, he likely possesses a greater degree of creative freedom than some of his colleagues just 
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coming up in their careers. Indeed, the fact that he feels he has a “blessed amount of authority,” 

suggests he carries more dominance than that of many of his colleagues.  

Although there have been changes in the creative aspects of the role, supervisors must 

still have the knowledge required to handle the legal aspects of the licensing process. Such 

knowledge also comes in handy in pursuing other careers or business ventures. In August 2014, 

Daryl Berg, founder of Sound Canyon, a firm that offers publishing, licensing, and supervision 

services, suggested that “diversification” is “the thing about music supervision that’s changing 

fastest.” Said Berg, 

…These days, with the competition in the industry, it’s hard to just be a music supervisor 

and have a flourishing career.  So many I know are becoming publishers, working with 

composers on their own, starting labels, etc. You can’t just know about just putting music 

to picture anymore and expect to have this long lasting, financially stable career.105 

 

Many supervisors are indeed diversifying, either starting labels, through which they also 

license music, DJing, teaching, or venturing into other forms of business. Kerri Drootin, for 

example, who found that fans were seeking her out on social media, only recently started posting 

pictures of LPs she found interesting on Instagram. She sees this as perhaps a synergistic way to 

attract the attention of fans she has gained over the course of many projects to the record-dealing 

business her husband owns. A well-known music supervisor who was perhaps one of the first to 

diversify is Alexandra Patsavas. After having established a successful career as the music 

supervisor for numerous shows, perhaps most notably Grey’s Anatomy and The O.C., Patsavas 

also started her own record label, Chop Shop Records. But diversification raises its own set of 

challenges and questions related to business ethics and conflicts of interest, some of which I will 

address in Chapter Three. 
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The issue with the contemporary understanding of music supervision, which has been 

affected by the shifting role of supervisors into the A&R function, is that many see music 

supervisors at the top of an echelon, almost as an untouchable community of decision makers 

that hold the fate of recording artists in their hands. I posit that the field cannot be perceived in 

such a traditional, hierarchical pyramid. Instead, Figure 1.1 below illustrates that the industry 

players directly involved in sync (i.e., those individuals whose job is fundamentally based in 

music and sync, not just anyone on the production crew who also contributes to decisions), 

operate in a complicated network of relationships through which creative power and decision-

making authority ebbs and flows.  

 
 

Figure 1.1: Visualization of Industry Players Involved in Sync106 

 

Thus, in the landscape of industries spanning film, television, video games, virtual 

reality, advertising, and all new forms of media, the structural framework of individuals who 

contribute to the process of sync through its supply or value chain more so resembles the 
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multiple facets of a diamond, with no player consistently more dominant than another. Although 

music supervisors often do, in fact, determine the course of action to be taken in a project—in 

that they, in consultation with the director and other members of the film crew, decide yea or nay 

on placements—supervisors’ power fluctuates at varying points of the supervisory chain, in and 

through which other players have discontinuously demonstrated their own varying degrees and 

moments of power and authority as gatekeepers. And music coordinators, licensors, publishers, 

songwriters, artists, and even editors carry changing amounts and degrees of influence at several 

points of the supervisory chain as well.  

In spite of this more realistic perception of disseminated power, the pyramidic 

understanding of this field and profession has become relatively predominant in discourse and 

trade press. Such language obfuscates the intricacies of relationships within this network, 

sometimes promulgating misconceptions about the profession, and oftentimes representing 

industry players’ efforts to obtain, seize, or protect creative freedom or authority in the field. A 

systematic walkthrough of music licensing trends and procedures, with special focus where 

artists, music supervisors, and publishers participate, can illustrate the shifts in power as a result 

of the aforementioned hierarchical changes that have resulted in the diamond-shaped 

conceptualization I propose. 

Current Processes and Trends in Sync Licensing 

Numerous self-help books on the subject of music licensing for film and television have been 

published to assist artists in meeting the demands of this new business model focused on 

licensing. In this sense, opportunities for licensing musical works have been placed directly into 

the hands of independent artists, while commodification of music and privatization have 



 

 66 

 

stimulated the “appropriation and exploitation of grass roots culture and creativity.”107 These 

developments have raised questions around artistic authenticity and creativity. The concept of 

the “sell-out artist” was not novel, but it did grow in popularity in the 1980s. Indie culture and 

more frequent use of the term in trade and popular press by rock artists of the 1960s revitalized 

its convictions.108 Although some artists and critics questioned the concept, by the 1990s, many 

rock and hip-hop artists and consumers restored its cultural significance in direct connection with 

preserving artistic authenticity while avoiding commercialism. Although some artists and 

consumers still subscribe to the designation, some have come to appreciate—and in some cases 

to champion—use of their music in diverse outlets, even mainstream productions. This paradigm 

shift in cultural taste has contributed to diminished taboos around the “sell-out” artist.109 The 

concern over selling out has lessened for many indie musicians, especially, who entertain 

potentially conflicting desires for mainstream fame and institutional alterity.110  

The opportunity to license music for financial gain became a widespread realization in 

1999, when electronica artist Moby enjoyed great financial success in sync with the album 

Play.111 The advertising industry and artists alike quickly recognized a new trend in bringing 

artists into the mainstream through placements in commercials. Soon after, increased ease in 
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clearing copyrights and limited music budgets for most contemporary Hollywood film and 

television projects generated a new business model particularly advantageous for undiscovered 

artists. Thanks to sync placements, a greater number of unsigned recording artists can now reach 

larger audiences, which often results in additional placements, guest appearances at awards 

shows, and, ultimately, contracts with major record labels.112 The following sections examine the 

values, roles, and relationships among key players in this new model’s licensing value chain, 

beginning with artists, then transitioning to licensors, publishers, and then music supervisors and 

coordinators, in order to uncover critical issues and connections to neoliberal ideologies and 

values.  

Artists and Branding 
 

Unsigned artists seeking to license their own music often pursue a number of different 

paths. While some send packages or press kits directly to the offices of music supervisors, most 

send links to digital samples to music supervisors via email, or they reach out via social media. 

Although these options prove rather time-consuming and perhaps an exercise in futility, simply 

because supervisors are incredibly busy and do not necessarily respond to communication from 

people they do not know,113 the most difficult aspect of choosing these routes is the fact that—in 

the event a supervisor wishes to license their music—some knowledge about licensing would be 

required, since the artists would likely handle their own agreements.114 Despite these 

complexities, some singer-songwriters have succeeded. As noted above, my first boss in sync, 

Cathy Heller, received attention from Billboard after successfully and consistently placing her  
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own songs in television shows and advertisements.115 

It seems, though, that signing a contract with a small music licensing company has 

become the more effective course of action for most artists. It is a particularly viable option for 

musicians who have little or no experience with the legal aspects of drafting and finalizing 

license agreements.116 Artists often submit their work to companies with the hope that staff 

members will want to represent them. Licensing companies also conduct A&R, regularly 

searching for new artists to represent on websites and blogs, such as pitchfork.com, 

briterevolution.com, and pigeonsandplanes.com, sites specifically designed to showcase 

independent artists.117 Websites that aggregate music heard on television shows, such as 

tunefind.com and heardontv.com, and sites or applications that list musical works from movie 

soundtracks, such as IMDb.com and iTunes, are also consulted to find unsigned talent that has 

already experienced some degree of success in securing placements. Once the artist and company 

enter into an agreement, licensing shops promote the artist’s work by responding to searches 

found on public websites like tracksandfields.com, or by responding to searches sent directly to 

them from music supervisors or via industry mailing lists.  

It has recently become more evident that recording artists take a licensing company’s 

existing catalog, past placements, and overall culture into consideration prior to entering into a 

partnership with them, just as artists have found it imperative to find a good fit in their chosen 

record label.118 Thus, in some ways, the relationship between licensors and artists mirrors that of 
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artists and producers, since licensors are positioned to support the artistic development and 

growth of those they represent. Artists generally acquire knowledge and understanding of 

licensing companies by first examining their roster and listening to their signed artists’ 

compositions. They usually consider company culture, branding, and image as well. While indie 

artists tend to promote a particular brand identity, so too do licensing shops (e.g., some are risky 

and edgy, while others are as happy and bright as bubblegum pop), and it has become evident 

that artists seek licensors who will support and enhance their own brand identity. For purposes of 

longevity, many artists also seek licensors who are willing to provide space for future artistic 

growth and brand development in years to come.  

While completing my fieldwork, I heard the cautionary tale of a singer-songwriter. Now 

on the roster of a one-stop shop, she initially entered into an agreement with a very prominent 

licensing company based in Los Angeles, which approached her after hearing her work. She was 

excited by the opportunity to work with the company, since the firm had so successfully licensed 

the work of an extremely well-known indie singer-songwriter, launching her career in 

mainstream media. She agreed to the partnership with the licensing company but did not realize 

that the personalized attention the firm advertised would not be directed at her. She soon realized 

that most of the small company’s resources were devoted to the famous singer-songwriter’s 

career. Primarily focused on pursuing licensing opportunities that would provide effective 

platforms for that individual’s music, the licensing company let the newly-signed artist’s songs 

just “sit on the shelf,” the very fear which caused her to avoid larger licensing companies that 

might easily forget her songs on their digital shelves simply because of the number of artists 

present in their vast, ever-growing catalogs. Furthermore, as time passed, the licensing 

company’s staff members began urging her to change her musical style. Hoping that the 
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company would become more devoted to seeking licensing opportunities for her, she began 

recording songs in a vein that reflected the sonic brand and image the company had achieved 

chiefly through its association with the famous singer-songwriter. In the end, the artist felt 

creatively and financially restricted and decided to leave the company.  

Branding as an ideology has become one of the most typical strategies in contemporary 

business affected by neoliberal capitalism. According to Taylor, branding may have become so 

influential it will “supersed[e] all other organizational logics.”119 The concept of “brand identity” 

is further complicated by the fact that it is distinguished from “brand” in recent scholarship by 

Alina Wheeler.120 In fact, the very relationship between brand and identity with respect to music 

raises questions about authenticity and even an artist’s personal values at play in determining 

whether sync opportunities are a fit or not. Krieg Thomas says, “…some people just don’t clear 

for television. Some people don’t think it’s their brand.”121 But others remain open to placements 

if they favor the circumstances. So the question becomes, if “[m]usic is increasingly produced 

for market expectations of brand conformity more than musical or generic expectations,”122 how 

does a film or television show, which undoubtedly has a brand and brand identity of its own, 

achieve, retain, and/or communicate authenticity?  
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It is a very open question whether authenticity is still an issue, or whether “omnivorous” 

tastes and hipster trends have diminished its significance.123 In terms of musical and stylistic 

traditions, music geographers John Connell and Chris Gibson demonstrate that use of the word is 

often inaccurate anyway, claiming that “slippages always occur, as ‘authenticity’ starts to blend 

in with what might (for want of a better word) be described as ‘credibility’ (which all subscribe 

to in one way or another through personal tastes).”124 Credibility may, indeed, align more 

properly with brand identity. Patsavas echoed this sentiment in a 2006 interview for Billboard, 

explaining, “In the past, bands were much more reluctant to license to TV because they maybe 

thought it didn’t lend anything to their credibility.” But Patsavas also notes a change, saying,  

Now, it’s different. They’re making more money and broadening their audience, finding 

some new fans because their song was heard [in a television show or film]. The only 

issues bands have had with associating their music with a television show is when it’s 

about content, like some bands aren’t about violence and don’t want to be paired with 

violent imagery.125  

 

The negative connotations previously associated with indie musicians appearing in 

mainstream media have diminished for artists and have largely been banished from public 

discourse.126 In the 1990s, Richard A. Peterson and Roger M. Kern observed that 

omnivorousness was beginning to replace “snobbishness among Americans of highbrow 
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status.”127 For decades now, there has been a distinct move away from appreciation of high art 

alone. At the same time, respect for the “trendy” has evolved. Today, to be perceived as “elite,” 

people no longer exhibit “univore” tastes, but demonstrate “omnivorous” tastes.128 To be 

regarded as “hip” consumers—a cultural positioning whose history has been exhaustively 

deconstructed by Thomas Frank—people are expected to respect, demonstrate knowledge of, and 

even identify with, multifarious forms of media, genres, and styles, at once recognizing irony of 

consumerism and participating in its systems.129 Thus, the appearance of indie music in 

mainstream media is more likely to be seen as a demonstration of creative omni-voraciousness, 

and embraced as such by fans. 

Taylor explains this paradigm shift in terms of a “commercialization of cultural 

production,” partially caused by accessibility to mass media.130 In the past few decades, the 

significance of license agreements has soared and will only continue to gain prominence as 

compact disc sales definitively taper off, followed, vertiginously enough, by digital downloads. 

Technological advancements will remain a key enabler of neoliberal capitalism, and the role of 

music licensing in film and television, as well as the functional roles of each player involved in 

the licensing process, will continue to adapt to take full advantage of the capabilities of such 

developments. Ideologies associated with neoliberal capitalism, such as creativity, branding, and 
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authenticity will likely continue to present complex moral and practical conundrums, some of 

which I will explore in detail in Chapter Three. 

In addition to branding and identity, a factor many artists keep in mind when choosing 

the licensing company that will represent them is whether or not they will be pitched sufficiently. 

As noted in my fieldwork example described above, some artists are concerned their music will 

just “sit on the shelf.” Kristina Benson, founder and owner of Sweet on Top, who often seeks to 

represent unsigned labels so she can capture multiple artists/songs at once, experienced an 

iteration of this scenario. She explained to me,  

There have definitely been labels that I’ve gone after [to add to my roster] that I haven’t 

gotten…A couple labels have expressed reservation because we’re a small 

company…one of them said the most bizarre thing—“what if you sign us, and then you 

get really big and successful, and then we’re not a priority client?”131  

 

This perspective shocked Benson, who naturally thought success would be mutually beneficial. 

But the label’s perspective represents an extension of artists’ reservations to partner with larger 

licensing firms, or even those that might be on the verge of success for fear of getting 

overshadowed by other artists. This translates into decreased leveraging power for larger firms 

and increased interest in one-stop shops, who experience improved positionality for negotiating 

as they can offer artists the promise of consistent pitching.  

Artists may also be hesitant to sign with a licensing company due to the potential wait 

time involved in many sync deals, as well as the uncertainty and delay in knowing if their music 

will be placed at all. Benson described a second example of a label declining her offer of 

representation because of these reasons: 

…[O]ne of the labels I wanted but didn’t get; they’re very cautious. I think that they 

made a bad decision about a licensing agency in the past, so they’re worried about 

making that decision again. It takes a long time to generate licenses, so once you make 
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that decision…you won’t know for eight to ten months if you made the right choice…and 

it’s a risk.132  

 

Benson’s examples demonstrate the shared power that shifts between unsigned artists or labels  

and licensors in the initial formation of a licensing partnership. During negotiation of the signing 

deal, power may be leveraged by either party to arrive at an agreement. But in terms of industry 

network and reach, in most cases, licensors seem to retain the power more often than artists.  

Licensors and Spry Intermediation 

The contemporary landscape of licensors is composed of small one-stop shops, large 

divisions or departments within major companies, and large licensing/publishing firms.133 While 

all licensors can enter into negotiations with supervisors who reach out to them for music, 

licensing shops take the process a step further by personally reaching out directly to music 

supervisors themselves. Unlike divisions, which tend to have thousands of songs in their catalog 

(think about the massive catalog the licensing administration division of Warner/Chappell Music 

manages, for example), shops have smaller, more manageable catalogs, enabling them to be 

flexible during intermediation. Instead of responding reactively to communication from 

supervisors, as a division typically would (i.e., providing contractual information about one or 

two songs that appeared in an inquiry via phone, email, or web), shops can proactively engage in 

intermediation by offering several choices that all fulfill the search details because they have a 

firm grasp of their catalog. This proactivity also translates into quick responses to supervisors, 

who now, more often than not, need placements filled within a few days, and even hours. 

In stark contrast, the sluggish, reactive, and boilerplate legal responses that major labels 

send in response to communication from supervisors undoubtedly places them in a weaker 
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position, especially considering that the entertainment industry has one of the fastest moving 

pipelines in business. Restricted budgets, quick turnaround times, and the desire to discover new 

talent mean that Top 40 and other hits are the exception, not the rule.134 It therefore makes sense 

that smaller players (entrepreneurs, in particular) in the industry have recognized the seriously 

laggard licensing processing of the divisions of large firms and have entered into the field 

swiftly. Since 2000, there has been a steady surge in the establishment of new music licensing 

shops across the United States, and in Los Angeles in particular. Just several examples include 

Third Side Music (established 2005), Terrorbird (established 2006), Ghost Town (established 

2009), Hidden Track Music (established 2011), Silver Side Productions (established 2011), 

Catch the Moon Music (established 2014), and Sweet on Top (2017).  

I had the opportunity to interview Kristina Benson, founder and owner of Sweet on Top. 

This provided me with a chance to hear from someone who had established a one-stop licensing 

shop within the past few years in order to better understand the motivation, process, and 

challenges of such an endeavor. Benson explained how she learned about music licensing after a 

friend’s music was placed in a commercial, and she soon recognized the opportunity to launch 

her own licensing company. She recalled: 

When I went to grad school, I kept working in music—as a music journalist and playing 

in bands—and I understood that people’s music would get into movies and TV, and I 

understood they’d get paid for it, but I didn’t really understand how that would happen, 

until a friend of mine got his music in an ad—he got his music in a big car commercial—

and then I sort of became aware of how that would happen. It was only recently that I 

understood that, yes, there is a whole industry around this, and yes, it is possible to have a 

job in it.135 
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After hearing more about her friend’s experience with the label and his licensing 

placement, Benson began to understand the role of the music supervisor, but she still did not 

fully understand the supervisor’s interaction with the artist. She thought, “Does the music 

supervisor just magically know who you are?” She said, “I didn’t understand that there were 

licensing agencies whose whole job was to pitch it. I thought they would just magically find out 

that you existed somehow…” Benson’s passing remarks that allude to “magic” illustrate the 

almost mystical understanding of music supervisors that is also present in trade press and blogs 

targeting artists, as I will demonstrate later in this chapter. She also implicitly points to the out-

of-reach positionality of the supervisor often perceived by artists who are limited in their ability 

to make contact. These dynamics actually create an atmosphere advantageous to licensors, who 

reconcile this divide as intermediaries.  

Benson soon developed knowledge of third-party licensing agencies and their process of 

pitching music to supervisors. She began working at a firm she had encountered through her 

friend who had the car commercial placement, and she saw the licensing sector as an opportunity 

for growth. She said, 

I worked on the supervisor side for a little bit as a coordinator because I really wanted to 

see “Is there room for another licensing agency? What is needed? What is a good 

licensing agency? What is a bad licensing agency? What is the middle?” And then I took 

all that in and then started my own agency.136 

 

Benson explained that the process of starting her licensing company was rather difficult. 

While the paperwork involved was a bit cumbersome, perhaps the most challenging part of 

starting out as a one-stop shop was getting bands and labels to sign with her. She explained how 

she needed people to trust that she could accomplish what she had done previously at her former 

company, but now completely on her own. When I asked how she was able to grow her roster to 
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its large size so quickly, she explained the benefits of signing labels as opposed to individual 

artists, because that translates into an acquisition of the full roster, instead of individual songs, 

which means deals are streamlined and usually conducted with just one other person. Benson 

also had plenty of connections having lived in Southern California for so long, as well as having 

played in bands and naturally developing a network of unsigned artists, including Hobo Camp, a 

modern funk label based in Los Angeles. Benson’s strategy of partnering with labels over 

individual artists is an interesting scenario, as it saves on transaction costs and represents two 

intermediaries working together: the record label as the artist’s first intermediary, and the 

licensor as the artist’s second intermediary. Unsigned labels potentially leverage greater power in 

the agreement process compared to individual artists because they carry with them multiple 

artists with a larger set of compositions to add to the catalog. However, once an agreement 

between the label and licensor is signed, the licensor holds greater influence, since the licensor 

will step into the role of intermediary between the artist and music supervisor, usurping decision-

making power previously held by the label simply in the decisions they make in communicating 

with all parties, not to mention whether or not they decide to pitch their music. 

Another interesting aspect of Benson’s new business venture was the process of having 

supervisors add her to their “search list” (or email distribution list), something she is still 

working on since her company is so new. She explained: 

More and more supervisors are telling me they don’t have a search list—they just send it 

to whoever comes to mind. Like, “Oh, Kristina has vintage,” or “so and so has 

electronic,” or “they all have this…” So just being the person that comes to mind [is 

important]. Every week I send out e-blasts, and then I have to be like, “who’s working on 

what”—“here’s a custom playlist.” So just being extremely proactive. And then 

sometimes I’ll email supervisors and be proactive and they’ll totally ignore me. One 

supervisor I’ve been emailing for a long time who I got a lot of placements with at my 

old agency…the thing that did it is I saw him at an Italian restaurant eating a chicken 

parmesan sandwich, and then I got home and emailed him and I’m like, “Oh, I was just 
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there, I love that sandwich!” And he was like, “That’s my favorite sandwich in LA!” And 

then I was on his search list!137    

 

Benson’s reflections reveal that either search lists are not as widespread as before, or 

perhaps they are simply more guarded by supervisors, since there are so many licensors seeking 

to reach them. She explained, “It’s not personal, and it’s not that they don’t like you, it’s just that 

there’s a lot of people vying for their attention, and they want to make sure that their time’s not 

going to be wasted.”138 This further demonstrates how restricted access and the consequently 

small group of licensors and supervisors in regular communication with each other represent a 

finite set of gatekeepers. And the ability to crack into the supervisor’s set of contacts is another 

example of the intangible considerations in forming professional relationships in this field. Of 

course, Benson was in the right place at the right time to see the supervisor eating that sandwich, 

but beyond the elements of chance, there is sometimes a personal connection required to be 

added to supervisors’ mailing lists, exhibiting the age-old assumption of favoritism, nepotism, 

and the importance of relationships seemingly engrained in the fabric of the entertainment 

industry. Indeed, I heard the phrase “it’s all in who you know” many times during my fieldwork, 

which calls to mind the sociological concepts of cultural and social capital—often the outcome 

of privileged experiences like attending the right schools and moving in the right social circles—

that enable navigation through sync’s complex social world.139 

In spite of what looks like a saturated market, during our interview Benson noted there is 

still a segment of the licensing sector offering room for growth. She identified the presence of 
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large firms, like peermusic and Kobalt Music Group, and small firms, like Friendly Fire, 

Terrorbird, and her own, but realized “there’s not much of a middle” and concluded that it was 

due to lack of access to capital. While limited capital could certainly impede a shop’s ability to 

expand staffing and build an in-house recording studio for signed artists, this lack of mid-sized 

shops is also a symptom of late capitalism. It could also be a consequence of the relational issues 

between artists and licensors, and more specifically, some artists’ hesitancy in signing 

agreements for fear of “sitting on the shelf” of a larger firm, as described above. This has 

significant impact on the landscape of sync. Ultimately, while both artists and licensors carry 

power at different moments of negotiation, it seems that risk correlated with growth in size or 

reach could be a reason these one-stop shops stay small, and therefore agile.  

My time at Catch the Moon Music showed me just how quick-moving and flexible one-

stop shops truly are. With just a handful of employees, a small catalog featuring a limited 

number of handpicked artists, and access to the cloud and applications that facilitate electronic 

processing of license agreements (some as basic as email!), shops prove to be proactive in their 

dealings with supervisors. In many ways, the licensing shop has replaced the usually one-way 

communication involved in music licensing transactions.140 This dynamic approach constitutes 

what I call “spry intermediation,” which has even enabled shops to collaborate in the creative 

choices of cultural production. Indeed, the rapid rate at which these intermediaries have firmly 

settled into their respective hierarchical roles provides a fascinating entry point for understanding 

factors related to their particular culture of production, as well as potential changes in 

consumption. The functionality of the relationship between these two intermediaries, the 

 
140 Some divisions of large firms do send samples of their artists’ newest work to supervisors and other film 

personnel, but its “automatically-generated” quality makes the package so impersonal that many music supervisors 

would likely agree that its wide distribution seems more like spam, not communication. 
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streamlined operational efficiency with which this general system flows, and the recent 

standardization of both roles have significantly affected the production of cultural goods. 

Moreover, considering the increased popularity of discovering artists in film and television 

productions, this relationship both contributes to and further defines the culture of consumption.  

Ultimately, this pair of intermediaries forms a complex web of communication influenced 

by potentially drastically divergent artistic inclinations, economic motivations, and conflicts of 

interest. However, the obvious conclusion one can draw about this relationship is its clear 

indication of the continued importance of cultural intermediaries in the film and television music 

culture of production, which I will analyze further in subsequent chapters. Whether through the 

writing and sending of searches, as in the case of the music supervisor, or through the search for, 

signing, and creative management of artists who represent a particular genre or branded image 

that aligns with cultural trends, as in the case of the music licensor, it is increasingly evident that 

intermediation has become a far-reaching practice in the film and television music sector of the 

entertainment industry. And if cultural intermediaries “produce the worlds that they want to 

make work for them”141 by uniting the spheres of production and consumption, then music 

supervisors and music licensing personnel perfectly suit the role.  

By some trial and error, licensors work with industry data, artist portfolios and 

recordings, the creation of sample kits (i.e., representative musical works sent to film and 

television personnel), and their own listening experiences in order to formulate relevant work in 

response to what other intermediaries (e.g., music supervisors, coordinators, creative consultants, 

agencies) seek, and ultimately, to provide work that members of the public desire and demand. 

When supervisors send searches, they typically attach videos, which may already have a temp 
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track intended to connote the genre or general sound desired, or they may have no track at all. 

The licensor then examines the visual components of the temp track, and, in combination with 

reading the requirements of the search, attempts to imagine which songs from the company’s 

catalog would be best suited. Next, the licensor will generally synchronize different musical 

works with the video to identify the best one or two options. The licensor may then choose to use 

video editing software to place—and appropriately edit—the musical choices in perfect 

alignment with the images, or simply provide a link to the song’s cloud location. The licensor 

then submits these recommendations to the supervisor by attaching the video with the 

recommended temp track, or by copying and pasting the link to the song in the body of the email. 

It is noteworthy that licensors will generally take the time to insert the recommended song into 

the video with seamless editing choices with the hope that once a supervisor views a video with a 

particular song attached, the two become inseparable, thereby overshadowing submissions from 

other licensors.  

So what if, with the emergence and significance of so many licensing shops who provide 

the middleman positionality that independent artists need in order to reach supervisors, licensors 

are actually more powerful than supervisors because of what they can access or control? What if, 

as the initial set of gatekeepers, they are the more creative, the more forward thinking? After all, 

if so many supervisors—in some, if not most, cases—rely on submissions from licensors more 

than on personal discovery during their own time devoted to music listening, then the true 

gatekeepers to fame may not be the supervisor, but the licensor. When I asked Kristina Benson if 

she thought of her role as licensing agent as one of the industry’s gatekeepers, she responded 

with an emphatic “Totally! I mean, that’s our job!” I asked if she could describe what 

gatekeeping looks like to her, and she replied:  



 

 82 

 

When supervisors come to me and they say, “I need a folder of songs for this ad,” they’re 

trusting me to put stuff in there that has been cleared of samples, or doesn’t have samples, 

or where it’s clear who wrote what, what the splits are. They’re also trusting me to put 

something in there that’s been produced properly so it doesn’t sound like garbage on TV. 

All that stuff is gatekeeping. It’s not creative. Before we even talk about creative 

elements, it’s gatekeeping.142  

 

In Benson’s example, we clearly see two gatekeeper roles, with the first gatekeeper being 

the licensor, and arguably the one with potentially more power within the supervisory chain from 

the particular perspective of the artist. It is interesting, though, that Benson does not see this 

aspect of gatekeeping as “creative.” It seems like judging production quality would require some 

sort of aesthetic subjectivity. But Benson sees other aspects of her gatekeeping role as creative, 

such as evaluating music’s “syncability” according to “themes that come up over and over again, 

like home, family, journeys, whatever…”143 Benson’s remarks also echo the “triumph” of music 

as commodity, as the song that makes it through the “gate” is one that can be easily cleared. In 

this way, the licensor’s “rules” determine passage, and their gatekeeping is, at least in some 

cases, practical. 

Nick Krewen’s analysis seems to suggest that this shift in power from the supervisor, vis-

à-vis ownership or control of nodes and networks in the supervisory chain, has occurred: 

If you’re a songwriter trying to land a song in a film or movie—or a band that’s trying to 

get music supervisor’s attention—both Velma Barkwell and Amy Fritz share the same 

sentiment: please don’t send material…In Barkwell’s case, she has enough record-

company and music-publisher connections to supply her with what she needs. “I have my 

usual go-to people when I need something specific,” she says, “who will call me back 

relatively quickly and who will pitch me exactly the songs I’m asking for. Those are my 

go-to peeps. They also don’t demand really, really high fees for small uses—they already 

understand the fee structure.”144 

 

 
142 Kristina Benson, interview with author, March 6, 2020. 

 
143 Kristina Benson, interview with author, March 6, 2020. 

 
144 Nick Krewen, “The Super Vision of Music Supervisors: Are They the New A&R Reps?,” Words & 

Music 12, no. 3 (2008): 16–18, https://search.proquest.com/docview/757537351. 
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In most cases, music supervisors are not indiscriminate in choosing the relationships they nurture 

in the industry. In fact, supervisors can frequently be rather picky in selecting the licensors, 

publishers, and labels with whom they communicate regularly, making an already limited set of 

intermediaries an even smaller subset of gatekeepers.  

Rossanna Wright, who moved into music supervision after working in licensing, 

explained to me: 

The thing that molded my approach [as a music supervisor] the most was being on the 

sales side, and being a licensing rep, and doing a lot of research to figure out what music 

supervisors were looking for, and targeting them very tightly…So just trying to make 

sure that I’m there exactly at the right place at the right time with the right materials. And 

now, as I came over to the music supervisor side, it kind of informs how I shop for 

things, and who I go to, who I know is going to send me the stuff I need versus who’s 

going to just send me whatever’s on their hotlist that week. So it informs my 

relationships, I guess, because I’ve been on the other side of it.145 

 

Wright constructs boundaries and walls in her sector of the chain by reaching out to only 

a select group of licensors, thus making the path to her “gate” even narrower. Similarly, when 

describing what supervisors look for, she said: 

When I was on the supervisor’s side, we valued people who understood budgets, and who 

understood who they could clear for. They would have to know what they were pitching. 

So if we’re like, “Hey, I have something that we need to be able to clear really quickly,” 

don’t pitch me something where there’s seven writers on it, I have to reach out to them 

individually, and it’s a surprise. I want something to clear for what you say it’s going to 

clear for.”146 

 

These examples substantiate my claims about the power licensors (and other 

intermediaries, like publishers, as I will demonstrate below) possess as gatekeepers. In fact, the 

licensors’ form of gatekeeping often resembles the work of an umpire insofar as licensors judge 

musical works based on strict rules and parameters of production quality, number of contributing 

 
145 Rossanna Wright, interview with author, May 4, 2018. 

 
146 Rossanna Wright, interview with author, May 4, 2018. 
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artists, ease of clearance, and so forth. They decide whose work is “in” and whose is “out,” and 

these standards develop as effective rules that yield results. Based on cues from the licensors’ 

decisions, artists preserve or adjust their process, sometimes resulting in obvious musical trends, 

and licensors respond by selecting or rejecting their work. And so the cycle continues. This shift 

in power signals the need for a more balanced understanding of decision-making authority and 

gatekeeping within the supervisory chain, acknowledging the diffuse power between licensors 

and supervisors as gatekeepers in their peculiar capacities, and calling for a more realistic 

ascription of influence to supervisors. 

Supervisors & Coordinators  

Although supervisors and coordinators do attend performances, music festivals, studio 

recording sessions, and other live events, many supervisors engage with streamed content or 

music pitched to them for much of their music discovery. For supervisors or coordinators hoping 

to clear music efficiently, a one-stop licensing shop has become a valuable option, as previously 

discussed.147 Because of their small size, licensing shops can more efficiently and effectively 

meet their needs, providing “easy clear” agreements.148 For supervisors and coordinators 

conducting music searches themselves, the professional websites of music libraries are also 

helpful. A music library, “a company that offers music for many different uses at a reasonable 

cost,” generally “represents both the sound recording and the music publishing,” making their 

websites essential for placements in film and television projects with limited resources and  

 
147 Wilsey and Schwartz, The Musician’s Guide, 30. 

 
148 Mary Woodcock, “Why “Easy Clear” & “One Stop” Matter If You Want Your Music Licensed,” Music 

Gateway (blog), November 6, 2018, https://www.musicgateway.com/blog/how-to/music-in-play-why-easy-clear-

and-one-stop-matter-if-you-want-your-music-synced. 
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restricted budgets.149 As I noted above, the music libraries came first, and actually pioneered the 

database selection of music for licensing by mood, tempo, genre, and other elements. So, in 

essence, these libraries have become the online version of prior “music discovery tools,” which 

predate the internet. Website visitors now can see an array of genres associated with a list of 

moods or feelings, descriptions of scenes that would be most appropriate for syncing purposes, 

and the names of artists the musicians most sound like. Sites even offer specialized searching 

capability to locate pieces that sound extremely similar to “major label songs.”150  

Outside of discovering unsigned artists on their own or with the help of other 

intermediaries, supervisors often clear well-known music through major companies, such as 

Warner Chappell Music, Sony/ATV, Universal Music Publishing Group, and Kobalt Music 

Publishing. Supervisors also engage with Performing Rights Organizations (PROs), such as the 

American Society of Composers, Authors, and Publishers (ASCAP), Broadcast Music, Inc. 

(BMI), and the Society of European Stage Authors and Composers (SESAC), when applicable. 

But the fast-paced nature of the contemporary film and television industry necessitates spry 

intermediation more often than not. These transitions have drained some levels of dominance and 

influence from large publishers, redistributing it among an increasing number of intermediaries. 

However, these large publishers remain integral institutions in sync, simply because certain 

placements call for established artists or well-known songs. Still, power differentials have shifted 

considerably with the proliferation and ease of one-stop shops.  

 
149 Lawrence, “The Revolution in Licensing Music,” 75. 

 
150 Johnson, “What’s Up with MXSups?,” 144. 
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Publishers, the Oft-forgotten Intermediary 

Publishers play a key role in determining if a song will ever make it through a sync deal 

negotiation. Perhaps an industry player forgotten by some, publishers are key decision makers in 

whether or not a proposed sync deal even gets submitted to an artist for review in the first place. 

Publishers, therefore, are also gatekeepers, in that music supervisors must rely on their decisions 

for a sync deal to come to fruition. Lynn Fainchten, for instance, describes her trials in dealing 

with some publishers, explaining how power dynamics play into her process:  

Sometimes I get frustrated because it becomes a more personal issue, where it is about 

somebody sitting in a chair and not giving you the song. That’s when it becomes 

frustrating, when somebody uses their power to put pressure on, or when they think it is 

about them when it isn’t.151 

 

Power differentials like these are often overlooked by depictions of supervisors as curators, a line 

of reasoning that sometimes ignores the strategic and economic factors in sync.  

Fainchten continues: 

Some people who are in the decision-making chairs of the publishing companies say no 

because they are not willing to work within the budget, and the difference is so little that 

I’m sure that if the artist found out they’d be pissed. It’s only because people at the 

publishing companies don’t want to lower their fees for $1000 or $500. That’s when I get 

frustrated, when we negotiate for six months, when the director and the producer really 

want a song, and these people sitting at the publishing companies say no for a difference 

of $1000, and then I have no option but to change the song. Right now, out of 10 

situations, I get frustrated with half.152 

 

If roughly half of Fainchten’s experiences prove irritating because of perceived power plays on 

the part of the publisher, then, to be sure, publishers encroach on the power generally attributed 

to supervisors, making decision-making authority even more diffuse.  

 
151 Garcia, “On Starting by Accident.”  

 
152 Garcia, “On Starting by Accident.”  
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This power dynamic has its own set of implications, sometimes provoking supervisors to 

develop workarounds to strategically navigate the hierarchies in these intermediary structures. In 

fact, aside from mainstream artists who cannot be represented by one-stop shops simply because 

of the status of their careers and publishing structures at that level of the industry, many music 

supervisors, including Fainchten, try to circumvent publishers as much as possible. Fainchten 

explains: 

…the clearing of the deals has become so enormous—that part is a nightmare. I choose a 

song, it works so great for the project, and then what a nightmare it is to clear it. I also 

recommend having contacts with companies that control the songs on both sides so it’s 

easier to clear them. I also recommend working with companies that are open to clear 

songs easily and that are willing to meet the deadlines and willing to work with 

budgets.153 

 

She proceeds to address the publishers: “To the record labels and publishers, I strongly 

recommend to stop feeling superior because you might have a great catalog—but there’s always 

another song, and there’s always another company that has another song.” In calling out the 

allegedly self-important superiority of publishers while alluding to the ever-expanding supply of 

music at the supervisor’s disposal, Fainchten simultaneously decries dominancy and venerates 

the resourcefulness of the supervisor. This reinforces the reverberant effects of recent 

hierarchical changes in the culture of sync, which have significantly altered the music 

supervision profession. 

Conclusion 

 

Since the early period of music supervision, the profession and field have seen considerable 

change. For decades, ideologies and policies of neoliberal capitalism have stimulated interest in 

private property ownership, increased the importance of intellectual property rights, brought 

 
153 Garcia, “On Starting by Accident.” 
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greater awareness to potential revenue from licensing, and prompted substantial technological 

developments. Coupled with the popularity of syncing recorded music to the moving image in 

various forms of media, the role of the music supervisor has evolved in function and has grown 

in popularity and stature.  

At the same time, the new business model, with its strong focus on licensing, as well as 

shifts in cultural tastes and consumption of media, positioned the supervisor to operate as the 

new A&R. Though often perceived as out-of-reach cultural intermediaries—the gatekeepers to 

fame and fortune who possess considerable prestige as “tastemakers”—supervisors operate 

among other gatekeepers. Hierarchical changes in the supervisory chain, as well as the impact of 

neoliberalism, have given rise to the need for “spry intermediation.” One-stop licensing shops 

often seize the opportunity, thereby draining power from other intermediaries like labels and 

publishers, and often gaining leveraging power for negotiations with artists. Supervisors 

increasingly work with one-stop shops, as well as coordinators and assistants, and other 

gatekeepers in the supervisory chain. In the culture of sync, power is diffuse and decision-

making authority is often shared, if not delegated. Consequently, a multifaceted, diamond-shaped 

understanding of the chain’s hierarchical infrastructure proves more valuable than a pyramidic 

one.  
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Chapter 2: Descriptive Language, Trends, and Defining Traits in Music Supervision  

In an article for The Hollywood Reporter, Ada Guerin refers to music supervision as “a delicate 

art,” highlighting a significant perceived transition in the profession from administrative to 

creative. Interestingly, when I interviewed music supervisors to hear their perspectives on this 

transition, most did not make special note of the shift, and some even challenged the perspective, 

something I will address further in subsequent chapters. Nevertheless, media, the general 

population, and language used at industry events highlight and even ascribe esteem to the 

position through a transition of this kind. In what follows, I seek to append to the extant literature 

an up-to-the-minute analysis of language used about music supervision and those who fill the 

role. My analysis is primarily textual and examines descriptive terms and phrases around the 

term “music supervisor”—or the names of music supervisors—in order to demonstrate how the 

media, fans, producers of culture, and supervisors themselves evaluate music supervision. Based 

on my research, positive—even glowing and sentimental—descriptions seem to carry 

considerable weight and influence more than neutral or negative descriptions, and authors and 

audience members alike ascribe authority based on perceived levels of artistry and creative 

decision making.  

 I will then examine the artistic, financial, and legal trends that have come to define the 

profession and field, while exploring the community’s dialogue around the potential influence 

music supervision has had on songwriting, to juxtapose more realistic perceptions with the 

hyperbole of descriptive language and fetishization of creative authority I explore. These 

perceptions are often overshadowed—in some cases, shut down explicitly—by those working in 

and out of sync. At the center of this discussion will be my analysis of a defining musical 

moment in the history of music supervision. I will offer a close reading of a well-known sync 
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placement in a popular television show to highlight the trends I have identified, and to examine 

the influence some believe supervisors have precipitated on artistic growth, creative expression, 

and commodification of music. 

Descriptive Language and Common Terms 

In Word Magazine, James Medd writes, “Alexandra Patsavas is probably the most influential 

woman in music today, wielding the kind of star-making power that in days gone by would have 

been attributed to a revered DJ, a label magnate or a hot producer.”1 The title of a 2019 

IndieWire article on Randall Poster and the role of music supervisors takes a similar stance and 

refers to music supervisors as “influencers,” and the subtitle calls Randall Poster “one of 

IndieWire’s craftspeople shaping the art of cinema today.” In the second paragraph, the author 

writes, “Fortunately, a brilliant new breed of interpreter has emerged over the last few decades: 

the music supervisor. And no music supervisor has been more instrumental in shaping the best 

movies of the last 30 years than Randall Poster.”2  

What has become apparent in popular and trade press is not just the aggrandizement of 

the music supervisor’s position, but also the magnification of just a handful of music 

supervisors.3 To describe Patsavas as “probably the most influential woman in music today” and 

Poster as the most “instrumental,” not only reflects reporters’ lofty opinion of music supervisors, 

but also indicates the presence of hype and potentially misunderstood elevation in the industry. 

 
1 James Medd, “The Rules: Alexandra Patsavas on Picking Music for Screen Dramas,” The Word 

(November 2010): 42, https://search.proquest.com/docview/857281347. 

 
2 David Ehrlich, “Influencers: Music Supervisor Randall Poster Is Responsible for Your Favorite Needle 

Drops,” IndieWire Influencers: The Craft of Filmmaking, December 3, 2019, https://www.indiewire.com/ 

2019/12/influencers-randall-poster-1202192585/. 

 
3 This, of course, is not unique to music supervision. It is a common occurrence in other areas of the 

entertainment industry as well, such as cinematography, sound design, and editing, in which a select few receive the 

most praise and attention from the press. 
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The impact of these descriptions is formidable, possibly inciting the general population to pay 

more attention to the position and provoking some members of the industry to pay more money 

to “elite” workers in the field. Indeed, a plausible consequence of exaggerated remarks of this 

kind, or generalizations regarding increased power, potentially works against the majority of 

people in the profession who will not benefit from the competitive pay, offering of projects 

substantial in size or reach, or renown afforded to these top supervisors.  

Of course, reporters often employ hyperbole for journalistic reasons and to appeal to 

more readers, but reporters are not the only parties guilty of proliferating such high praise and 

acclaim. Analyzing the writings of supervisors on the subject of their own work, their peers’ 

work, or the field as a whole, yields additional insights and suggests a sort of hyperbolic “script” 

offered by top industry players.4 For example, in a 2007 article in Hollywood Reporter, Randall 

Poster was already firmly distinguishing himself, explaining:  

A lot of people think they can do music supervision just because they love music, and the 

job can be something of a dilettante’s lair…But it’s not just a matter of having a cool 

record collection. To really do the job well you have to approach it with a cinematic 

sensitivity. I think one of the reasons I’ve had successful ongoing relationships with 

directors is that they understand I’m approaching the work not just as a music guy but as 

a filmmaker.5 

 

Poster’s emphasis on filmmaking, as opposed to amateurism and music appreciation, 

suggests an effort to push the position out of the realm of the commonplace and into the realm of 

craft or art form.6 Ultimately, Poster legitimates himself not as the supervisor, not as a “music 

 
4 For a related examination of “scripts” in film and television production, see John Thornton Caldwell, 

Production Culture: Industrial Reflexivity and Critical Practice in Film and Television (Durham and London: Duke 

University Press, 2008), 2–3. 

 
5 Chuck Crisafulli, “Music Supervision Starts with Passion for the Form,” Hollywood Reporter, November 

1, 2007, https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/music-supervision-starts-passion-form-153986. 

 
6 References to music supervision as a “craft” are ubiquitous on the Guild of Music Supervisors website as 

well. See https://www.guildofmusicsupervisors.com. 
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guy,” but as the “filmmaker.” These remarks represent an ideological transition from consuming 

“cool” music to producing as a “filmmaker” with “cinematic sensitivity.” These sorts of 

sentiments could also represent an intention to guard the profession from amateurism, or the 

impression that being a fan of music is the primary factor for success in the role, or that enjoying 

music as a hobby should encourage one to pursue a career in music supervision.  

Another distinct theme in writing appears to be the notion of “supervision as craft.” For 

instance, to the question, “What are the misconceptions about the craft of music supervision that 

frustrate you the most?” [emphasis mine], Abi Leland responds as follows: “Music supervision is 

a multifaceted role and is much more than just having a good knowledge of music and a great 

record collection.”7 Sociologist Howard Becker historizes and conceptualizes the term “craft,” 

illustrating that there are several definitions for the word. The term can refer to a “body of 

knowledge and skill” that produces an output, or the ability to “perform in a useful way.” Becker 

claims that as a precise set of knowledge and skills, craft inherently engenders “an aesthetic, 

standards on which judgments of particular items of work can be based, and an organizational 

form in which the evaluative standards find their origin and logical justification.”8  

Consequently, craft entails collectively understood principles and criteria of quality. 

These guidelines extend beyond the members of the craft as well, offering consumers and others 

external to the social organization benchmarks for quality. This terminology suggests a 

progression in achieving a more organized field with consolidated parameters outlining 

characteristics of success. Understanding the supervisor’s position in this sort of progression 

 
7 Emma Griffiths, “Is the Craft of Music Supervision Really Understood? (#LondonSyncSessions Panel 

Preview), Synchtank, September 5, 2017, https://www.synchtank.com/blog/is-the-craft-of-music-supervision-really-

understood-londonsyncsessions-panel-preview/. 

 
8 Howard S. Becker, “Arts and Crafts,” American Journal of Sociology 83, no. 4 (January 1978): 864, 

https://search.proquest.com/docview/60863189. 
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aligns neatly with the trajectory of music supervision’s development since the early 2000s, and 

the consolidation of the community within a more structured network of engagement and 

standards through the Guild. But it is arguably a stretch to apply the term “craft” to the practice 

of consuming music, and therefore acquiring a highly developed knowledgebase of and skillset 

for understanding genres, styles, artists, and so forth, as is the usual story told by those who talk 

about supervision. Indeed, with many supervisors acknowledging that the role is more than just 

“liking cool music,” there are a number of layers that contribute to this socially constructed 

understanding of the role as “craft.” It is perhaps easy to overlook the strategic decision making 

and negotiation skills of the role, which could more reasonably explain this position in terms of 

“craft.” I will address this further in my examination of “creative versus business acumen” in 

Chapter Three. 

Other descriptive language prevalent in writings on supervision and supervisors is 

indicative of the highest achievements in intellectual and creative display. Music supervisor 

Rebecca Rienks, for example, uses the term “brilliant” to describe the community of music 

supervisors: “The more the creative community and the general public understand the nuances of 

the role, the more this brilliant, hard-working sector of our business will get the benefits, pay and 

representation they deserve.”9 The descriptor “brilliant” is also commonly used to describe 

several prominent music supervisors, such as Lucy Bright.10 Perhaps it is to be expected that 

peers, and even more so, individuals just getting their start in the field of music supervision 

would employ terms like “brilliant” as a form of flattery to make valuable connections in an 

 
9 “Music + Sound Awards Talk to Rebecca Rienks,” Music + Sound Awards, last modified May 2019, 

http://www.masawards.com/mas-awards-talk-to-rebecca-rienks. 

 
10 See Chris Harvey, “Lucy Bright: Cinema Sounds Better with Lucy Bright,” The Gentlewoman 15 (Spring 

& Summer 2017), https://thegentlewoman.co.uk/library/lucy-bright. 



 

 94 

 

effort to grow their professional network. But it could also suggest something more. As 

supervisors seek to legitimatize the profession, which is still relatively young, discourse like this 

not only elevates the profession, but incites others to offer their attention. With wider acclaim 

comes greater respect, and with greater respect, potentially comes job security, higher pay, and 

celebrity. These could be just several reasons why supervisors participate in this sort of 

discourse, further circulating its underpinning ideological pursuits. 

Ascribing arguably the highest praise are individuals and authors who employ the term 

“genius.” Use of the word genius in relation to people involved with the creation of music is not 

a new concept by any stretch of the imagination. Musicologist Edward Lowinsky long ago traced 

the discursive connections among genius, creativity, and music back to the Enlightenment, 

claiming that, “Creative activity engendered by enthusiasm, fire, imagination, and, above all, the 

ability to feel, and feel passionately—all of these essential elements in the Romantic concept of 

genius hail from Rousseau.”11 So to invoke this term is to invoke the spirit of classical 

Romanticism in an effort to elevate music supervision to the highest level of artistic expression.  

In an article about the role of music in the show Atlanta, music supervisor Jen Malone 

uses the term “genius” about her own project: 

There’s a lot of moments that are just like, “Man.” A lot [of] the big moments. I 

definitely don’t want it to come across like, “I chose Bill Withers!” Like, no. But it’s 

genius! It’s absolutely genius, and it’s so special. So unexpected, so unique, and so 

special.12  

 

While it is unclear if Malone is calling herself, Withers, or the sync itself “genius,” what is clear 

is the descriptive term in relation to her own role in music’s relationship to the moving image. 

 
11 Edward E. Lowinsky, “Musical Genius—Evolution and Origins of a Concept,” The Musical 

Quarterly 50, no. 3 (July 1964): 327, https://www.jstor.org/stable/741019. 

 
12 Kayla Cobb, “Go Behind ‘Atlanta’s Masterful Soundtrack with Music Supervisor Jen Malone,” Decider, 

September 6, 2016, https://decider.com/2016/09/06/fx-atlanta-interview-jen-malone/. 
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David Hayman uses the term when describing the role that raw singer-songwriter pieces 

play in his career as a music supervisor: “I find that the bareness works well against picture and 

has made me look ‘genius’ on multiple occasions.”13 Hayman’s remark is particularly 

interesting, as it suggests a methodical, and therefore reproducible approach to “genius.” That he 

can rely on “bareness” time and time again contradicts the unpredictability of creative ideas and 

expression traditionally associated with the concept of genius. Does this suggest a distinction 

between cases that demonstrate craftsmanship or genius in sync? This suggests that criteria for 

“genius” sync remain, undoubtedly subjective, of course, but also unestablished in the 

contemporary social and cultural understanding.   

About his own career, music supervisor Steve Porter explains in an interview what his 

personal goals look like: 

I’m keen to continue learning and absorbing as much as I can about different aspects of 

the industry….and then once I’m some kind of music-media-copyright-licensing-

powerhouse-genius-guru I guess I’ll…..take all my knowledge and….set up some kind 

of……do something…..awesome with it? Dunno, haven’t quite worked out the end yet.14 

 

Becoming a “genius-guru” would perhaps be associated with topping the field of music 

supervisors. The fact that music supervisors have begun using this term themselves—as opposed 

to audiences alone—suggests internalization of the sentiment, and a step away from modesty in 

favor of “scripted” self-aggrandizement.  

Even reviews or discussion board posts from general audience members reflect similar 

attitudes toward music supervisors. For instance, user “u/andrewpaul3,” titles his Reddit forum 

 
13 “A Chat with Music Supervisor David Hayman,” Million Ducks Music, last modified April 26, 2012, 

https://www.millionducksmusic.com/blog/2012/04/music-supervisor-david-hayman/. 

 
14 “Interview: Steve Porter of Princess Productions on Being a Music Supervisor,” Cavendish Music, last 

modified September 17, 2013, https://www.cavendishmusic.com/interview-steve-porter-princess-productions-

music-supervisor/. 
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on music supervision for The Blacklist, “The music supervisor for this show is a genius!” He 

writes:  

The Disturbed “Sound of Silence” cover was just the latest in the list of perfect music 

selections we’ve seen. Also, “Southern Cross” during the fight scene was a great 

juxtaposition - hearing such a laid-back, peaceful song while seeing a fight to the death. 

Brilliant!15 

 

In a separate post on music supervisor George Drakoulias, a user comments: “Nice this 

guy’s a genius.”16 Other individuals responding to this post employ descriptors like “perfect” 

also. It makes sense that superfans of a show who appreciate particular elements would have 

excessively high praise, but the turn to offer this to the music supervisor specifically has become 

more prevalent. Audiences often discuss music supervision on Twitter as well. Many times, 

individuals live tweet about music selections while the show is airing, or immediately after 

viewing films in theaters. Audience members have interacted directly with music supervisors on 

this social media platform. See Figure 2.1 for an example of this type of communication, which 

also alludes to the “brilliant music supervisor.”  

 
Figure 2.1: Use of “Brilliant” as Adjective for Music Supervisor Andy Gowan on Twitter17 

 
15 “r/TheBlackList,” Reddit, accessed March 1, 2020, https://www.reddit.com/r/TheBlackList/comments/ 

7db8q2/the_music_supervisor_for_this_show_is_a_genius/. 

 
16 “Grammy Award-winning Music Producer/Music Supervisor George Drakoulias Sounds Off on New 

Moxie Radio Podcast,” Press Kitchen, last modified November 16, 2011, http://presskitchen.com/grammy-award-

wining-music-producermusic-supervisor-george-drakoulias-sounds-off-on-new-moxie-radio-podcast/. 

 
17 Raphael Bob-Waksberg (@RaphaelBW), “Any questions about the licensed music in BoJack Horseman 

can be directed to our brilliant music supervisor @AndyGowan! October 27, 2019, 12:58 p.m., 

https://twitter.com/RaphaelBW/status/1188545562968092672. 
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In many cases now, the music supervisor is paired with the director in a sort of “musical 

genius duo,” a depiction representing a potentially substantial hierarchical shift. This ascension is 

usually restricted to the most prominent supervisors in the field, such as Thomas Golubić: 

You know what was so brilliant about Breaking Bad aside from the plot, the impeccable 

acting of Pinkman and the brain, the attention to detail, and everything? The music! The 

wolf of Albuquerque we love wouldn’t have been the same if it weren’t for Thomas 

Golubić (music supervisor) and Vince Gilligan’s genius selection of tracks.18 

 

In a similar spirit, podcast hosts include immensely celebratory terms. For example, the 

description of Luminary’s podcast, “Episode 144: Mary Ramos, Music Supervisor on 

Tarantino’s ‘Once Upon a Time…in Hollywood,’” states, “as always, Music Supervisor Mary 

Ramos adds her genius to the mix,” when alluding to her long-term working relationship with 

Quentin Tarantino.19 That more supervisors are being paired with directors in discourse signals a 

potential rise in both creative and decision-making power, yet overlooks other intermediaries 

who contributed to the process. I will explore this further in Chapter Five. 

Perhaps to be expected, artists who have had their music placed also use the term 

“genius.” Jim Bianco, an artist who had his song “Easy Street” placed in an episode of The 

Walking Dead, says, “I think the show used it brilliantly; framing such an upbeat song as a 

torture [device] is a work of genius by the music supervisor.”20 One might think artists are the 

most likely to deem supervisors “genius,” since it would put them in a favorable light for future 

 
18 “Top 15 Songs Played in Breaking Bad,” Revolver, last modified March 13, 2014, 

https://projectrevolver.org/lists/top-15-songs-ever-played-breaking-bad/. 

 
19 “Episode 144: Mary Ramos, Music Supervisor on Tarantino’s ‘Once Upon A Time in Hollywood,” 

Luminary, last modified August 7, 2019, https://luminarypodcasts.com/listen/pop-culture-confidential/pop-culture-

confidential/episode-144-mary-ramos-music-supervisor-on-tarantinos-once-upon-a-time-in-hollywood/c980867c-

d671-4b40-837c-5d9c27a0dda2. 

 
20 Kirsten Acuna, “Fans Are Obsessed with These Two Songs from Sunday’s ‘The Walking Dead,’” 

Business Insider, November 8, 2016, https://www.businessinsider.com/walking-dead-songs-in-season-7-episode-3-

2016-11/lightbox?r=AU&IR=T. 
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placements. But it also raises the question of “creation” seemingly integral in the display of 

“genius.” The sync placement itself, developed from the merging of visuals and music becomes 

the act of creation, not the artist’s creation of the song, or the filmmaker’s scene.  

Even passing comments about the production of the musical selection often include 

similar phrases. In an article titled “Maniac,” Michael Sembello, writes, 

That direction obviously wasn’t going to work at which point the genius of Phil Ramone, 

producer of the soundtrack who had the vision to see the potential of the song, asked us to 

change it to the present concept of a girl possessed with the passion of a gift for dance. 

Without Phil it would not have happened.21 

 

Here the music supervisor’s genius alone is responsible for critical decision-making moments in 

the filmmaking process. 

The term “genius” seems to be used at all levels of the music supervisory chain. There 

are also music libraries and licensing firms who employ the term directly into their business 

materials. Hipkat Music’s tagline, for example, is “We make any music supervisor look like a 

genius!”22 Does this suggest, though, that looking like a genius and being one are two separate 

things? And if the placement is the direct result of Hipkat Music’s contribution, are they not 

genius? These types of questions are not unique to music supervision and apply to other sectors 

of the industry, of course. To be sure, it is not uncommon for the creative expression of the entire 

production crew to be attributed to the director. But use of the term “genius” does connote 

influence, which can often compound structures of power, obstacles to participation, and 

inequalities in compensation, which are already exacerbated by the ideologies of the neoliberal 

setting in which they occur.  

 
21 “Maniac,” Songfacts, accessed February 22, 2020, https://www.songfacts.com/facts/michael-

sembello/maniac. 

 
22 “HipKat Music,” HipKat Music, accessed February 21, 2020, https://www.hipkatmusic.com. 
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 Trade press publications include the term “genius” as well. In Pro Music Magazine: 

Inside the Music Business, Gary Calamar (Six Feet Under, Entourage) is referred to as a “music 

placement genius.”23 Pop Disciple, a website that features interviews and podcasts, uses a 

number of hyperbolic terms in the same vein as “genius.” For example, they refer to Robin 

Urdang as the “elite Emmy-winning and Grammy-nominated music supervisor,” Maggie Phillips 

as the “[b]rilliant music supervisor and founder of Deep Cut Music” who is “[i]lluminated and 

experimental,” and Madonna Wade-Reed as the “[p]owerful award-winning music supervisor 

and owner of whoopsie daisy.”24 In a Billboard article’s reference to Susan Jacob’s role as music 

supervisor for Sharp Objects, she is called a “synch savant.”25 

Perhaps the term most ripe for analysis is “goddess,” which is often employed as a 

descriptor for women in music supervision. In the acknowledgments section of her play Taking 

Flight, Adriana Sevahn Nichols refers to Allison Clarke as “goddess music supervisor.”26 Pop 

Disciple refers to Nora Felder as “a reigning goddess in the field of music supervision.”27 

General audience members employ the term in online platforms as well. Lynn Fainchtein is 

 
23 “Music Supervisor Gary Calamar,” Pro Music Magazine: Inside the Music Business, accessed February 

22, 2020, http://promusicmagazine.com/music-supervisor-gary-calamar/. 

 
24 “Interviews: Posts tagged Music Supervisor,” Pop Disciple, accessed February 19, 2020, 

https://www.popdisciple.com/interviews?offset=1518728803376&reversePaginate=true&tag=Music+Supervisor. 

 
25 Nick Williams, “‘Sharp Objects’ Music Supervisor Susan Jacobs on Landing Led Zeppelin, Winning an 

Emmy & Why AMPAS Needs to Step Up,” Billboard, August 25, 2018, https://www.billboard.com/articles/news/ 

8472185/sharp-objects-music-supervisor-susan-jacobs-led-zeppelin-emmy-ampas-interview. This same “synch 

savant” term is applied to Carianne Marshall, a music publisher, see “Women in Music 2017: The Most Powerful 

Executives in the Industry,” Billboard, November 30, 2017, https://www.billboard.com/articles/events/women-in-

music/8053923/women-in-music-2017-most-powerful-executives. 

 
26 Adriana Sevahn, Taking Flight (New York: Samuel French, 2009), 4. 

 
27 “Nora Felder,” Pop Disciple, last modified September 1, 2017, https://www.popdisciple.com/ 

interviews/nora-felder. 
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called “the white goddess” by username kpizzle2 in a Reddit forum about her and her work on 

Dark. In the same post, username davilm_ calls her “absolutely genious [sic].”28  

Similarly, in a comment on a blogpost, Hannah Bisbing writes the following of Patsavas:  

Patsavas sounds like a beastly musical goddess. Supervising over 50 movies, most of 

which you listed being of a big-name status – within a three-year time frame is absolutely 

unbelievable. Plus, her personal choices of which artists to popularize are all impeccable. 

No wonder she is your music supervision idol!29 

 

In another blog, the following appears: “My favorite music supervision company is called Chop 

Shop and is run by the goddess of music supervision, Alex Patsavas.”30 A different blog refers to 

her as goddess shortly after employing the term genius: “Yet another bit of soundtrack genius 

from my goddess Alexandra Patsavas, from the OC [sic] Christmas album.”31 General audience 

members also tweet “Alexandra Patsavas is a goddess.”32  

The term “goddess” is not just used in print but is also thrown around in public settings 

from the podium at many music supervision industry events, especially at the Guild of Music 

Supervisors awards shows. While this can be perceived as laudatory language intended to ascribe 

power, respect, and influence to a particular individual, the prevalence of the term in the 

vernacular of a field in which women are not only very active, but also represent a large 

 
28 “r/Dark,” Reddit, accessed February 16, 2020, 

https://www.reddit.com/r/DarK/comments/c7jkqc/lets_thank_lynn_fainchteinthe_music_supervisor_of/. 

 
29 Alanna Harding, “Alexandra Patsavas…A Musical Beast,” Music Supervision: The Best Profession of 

Them All!, last modified March 19, 2015, https://sites.psu.edu/hardingmusicsupervision/2015/03/19/alexandra-

patsavas-a-musical-beast/. 

 
30 “Dream Jobs,” Don’t Eat My Hoagie, last modified March 11, 2010, https://donteatmyhoagie. 

wordpress.com/tag/alexandra-patsavas/. 

 
31 “‘The Christmas Song’ by The Raveonettes,” This Is My Jam, accessed March 1, 2020, 

https://www.thisismyjam.com/song/the-raveonettes/the-christmas-song. 

 
32 “Patsavas Goddess Search Filter,” Twitter, accessed February 8, 2020, 

https://twitter.com/search?q=patsavas%20goddess&src=typed_query. 
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percentage of the population, ultimately results in a gendering of the language of success and of 

the profession, a concept I will explore in Chapter Three. 

One particularly interesting buzzword of the moment that is now typically applied to 

supervisors is “curator.” The Guild of Music Supervisors’s website states:  

Whether it’s on the big or small screen, a perfect scene can amplify its impact with the 

perfect song. That’s where music supervisors come in. They’re charged with choosing the 

songs that match the pace, emotion, and tension of a scene, a responsibility that is equal 

parts curator and DJ.33 

 

Similarly, they also call music supervisor Morgan Rhodes “equal parts curator and DJ,” a phrase 

frequently used to describe the role, suggesting this perception is fundamentally ideological.34  

The Hollywood Reporter touts music supervisors similarly. In an article titled, “Alex 

Patsavas: The Industry’s Premier Music Supervisor on Choosing Songs for TV and Movies 

(Q&A),” Bud Scoppa refers to Patsavas as “curator.”35 Billboard introduces Jen Malone as a 

former publicist who has “become a song-licensing master to curate (and clear) TV and film’s 

buzziest soundtracks.”36 Pop Disciple writes the following about Nora Felder’s role as “curator”: 

“Trusted with the musical curation of a remarkable range of insanely popular and culturally 

influential projects, such as Californication, Ray Donovan, Roadies, and of course, Stranger 

Things, Nora is a force to be reckoned with.”37 In Darling, Magazine, Sue Jacobs is introduced 

 
33 “Spotify for Artists: A Music Supervisor’s Guide to Putting Yourself Out There,” Guild of Music 

Supervisors, last modified January 18, 2019, https://www.guildofmusicsupervisors.com/single-

post/2019/01/18/Spotify-for-Artists-A-Music-Supervisors-Guide-to-Putting-Yourself-Out-There. 

 
34 Guild of Music Supervisors, “Spotify for Artists.”  

 
35 Bud Scoppa, “Alex Patsavas: The Industry’s Premier Music Supervisor on Choosing Songs for TV and 

Movies (Q&A),” The Hollywood Reporter, February 6, 2013, https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/alex-

patsavas-industrys-premier-music-418858. 

 
36 Tatiana Cirisano, “Jen Malone: Music Supervisor,” Billboard 131, no. 17 (July 20, 2019): 40, 

https://search.proquest.com/docview/2291518106. 

 
37 Pop Disciple, “Nora Felder.” 



 

 102 

 

by Katie Staub as follows: “As a fellow female music curator, Sue Jacob’s impressive repertoire 

of work and unique career inspired me to unearth more of this Dreamer’s story and creative 

process.”38 Furthermore, The New York Times presents the position in similar terms: 

The best music supervisors are sought for their combination of tastemaker, curator, 

producer, stickler for accuracy and verisimilitude, and they filter out a filmmaker’s worst 

tendencies. It’s work that falls somewhere between artisan and technician, with the kind 

of talent-scouting ear associated with A&R executives at record labels.39 

 

The emphasis on curatorship, as well as artisanship, buttresses the Guild’s efforts to 

elevate the role and the general public’s understanding of it, while also illustrating the role’s 

structural and relational positionality. Indeed, the structural bifurcation implicit in the belief their 

work “falls somewhere between artisan and technician” is a manifestation of the 

intermediateness of the position. And the term “curator” seems to evoke a sense of prestige, 

suggesting that the supervisor has a special understanding of diverse styles and genres of music, 

with an almost innate sense of what is cool, what is new, and what is worthy of attention. In 

short, such depictions connote good taste that enables them to make judgments on quality in the 

context of a large collection.  

Indeed, the rise of the music supervisor, and the increase in general of music licensing, 

reflects changes in listening trends, inevitably associated with eclectic, but not indiscriminate, 

cultural tastes. Broad engagement with the “eclectic,” and its close relative, the “trendy,” is what 

now generates valuable attention for the individual, often resulting in ascribed prestige.40 In 

Banding Together: How Communities Create Genres in Music, sociologist Jennifer C. Lena 

 
38 Katie Staub, “The Woman Behind the Music: An Interview with Sue Jacobs,” Darling, March 3, 2016, 

https://darlingmagazine.org/woman-behind-the-music-sue-jacobs/. 

 
39 Steve Chagollan, “Add a Song, Make a Movie,” The New York Times, February 27, 2013, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2013/03/03/movies/music-supervisors-in-film-seek-more-recognition.html. 

 
40 Timothy D. Taylor, “Advertising and the Conquest of Culture,” Social Semiotics 19, no. 4 (2009): 416, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10350330903361091. 
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refers to tastes as “instruments of power.” Lena draws from Pierre Bourdieu to demonstrate the 

role of “habitus” in cultivating and developing one’s taste, while suggesting that socialization 

and the act of consuming culture inform how meaning is interpreted across personally 

experienced and culturally shared tastes. Through this consumption process, “elites,” who view 

culture through a “critical lens” as opposed to a “referential lens,” surface, setting themselves 

apart from the other consumers of culture.41 As for the music supervisor, I will suggest that 

theorization of “prestige” fits more accurately than “elites” for their role and the tastes they value 

and popularize. While Bourdieu provides an understanding of prestige through his notion of a 

“field” of cultural production, I employ the term as theorized by Joseph Henrich and Francisco J. 

Gil-White as “freely conferred deference,” while also retaining the meaning of the word’s 

traditional definition.42 

Today it is possible for music supervisors to amass a significant amount of prestige, since 

many display diverse interests and eclectic musical tastes. Their prestige only grows to even 

higher echelons, it seems, because they claim credit for their own discovery of the works. This 

has prompted Taylor to refer to them as “human search engines and taste machines.”43 In fact, 

“music supervisors as tastemakers” is perhaps the trendiest and most pervasive catchphrase of 

the moment. In February 2020, Variety published an article titled “Music Supervisors to Watch: 

10 Tastemakers Soundtracking Today’s Top Shows and Films.” Surprisingly, this article is one 

 
41 Jennifer C. Lena, Banding Together: How Communities Create Genres in Popular Music (Princeton and 

Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2012), 168–169. 

 
42 See Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production, ed. Randal Johnson (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1993); Joseph Henrich and Francisco J. Gil-White, “The Evolution of Prestige: Conferred 

Deference as a Mechanism for Enhancing the Benefits of Cultural Transmission,” Evolution and Human Behavior 

22, no. 3 (May 2001): 165–196, https://doi.org/10.1016/S1090-5138(00)00071-4. 

 
43 Timothy D. Taylor, “Globalized New Capitalism and the Commodification of Taste,” in The Cambridge 

History of World Music, ed. Philip Bohlman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 753. 
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of the few articles that paint a more realistic picture of the current state of the field of music 

supervision.  

Authors Charlie Amter and James Patrick Herman open the article as follows:  

In the ten years since the Guild of Music Supervisors was formed, the organization has 

come a long way. Granted, the job still involves low pay, long hours and little respect, but 

at least the craft has been validated with Grammy and Emmy categories introduced by the 

Recording Academy and the Television Academy, respectively. The GMS has its own 

presence during awards season, as it hosts its own annual awards ceremony on Feb. 6 at 

the Wiltern Theatre in Los Angeles. (Quite the upgrade for an event that initially 

consisted of brunch and four trophies held on Grammy morning.)44 

 

While Amter and Herman diminish the perceived hype in their headline, they still refer to the 

profession as a “craft” that has been “validated” among major award organizations and key 

industry academies. 

Nevertheless, the prominence of the word “tastemaker” is undeniable, particularly over 

the course of the past five years. In an IndieWire article from December 2019, taste is considered 

a significant factor in Randall Poster’s success.45 In June 2018, Craig Tomashoff writes the 

following of music supervisor Maggie Phillips: 

A lot of people love to create their own “mix tape” to share with the world, collecting 

favorite songs in one place in order to convince others of how brilliant their musical taste 

is. Unlike the rest of us, though, Maggie Phillips has turned this hobby into a career as a 

television music supervisor.46 

 

Interestingly, Phillips is praised for turning her “hobby” into a music supervision career, 

something Poster previously disparaged, as illustrated above. 

 
44 Charlie Amter and James Patrick Herman, “Music Supervisors to Watch: 10 Tastemakers Soundtracking 

Today’s Top Shows and Films,” Variety, February 4, 2020, https://variety.com/2020/music/news/top-music-

supervisors-guild-awards-1203491462/. 

 
45 Ehrlich, “Influencers: Music Supervisor.” 

 
46 Craig Tomashoff, “The Woman Who Makes ‘The Handmaid’s Tale’ Soundtrack So Creepy,” The 

Hollywood Reporter, June 12, 2018, https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/woman-who-makes-handmaids-tale-

soundtrack-creepy-1116814. Here we see an amalgamation of many of the terms and concepts discussed above. 

Phillips has “brilliant” musical “taste,” which she has been “collecting” and “shar[ing]” (in other words, “curating”). 
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Back in 2007, Wired.com had this to say about Patsavas: “Last summer we dubbed her 

the ‘hottest talent scout in the business.’ This isn’t exactly a new trend, but major labels would 

be smart to keep bringing in tastemakers and give ‘em their own little niches.”47 But what is 

often missing from these hyperbolic descriptions of “taste” is the role that licensing plays. Music 

supervisor Michael Turner, whose credits include Pee-wee’s Big Holiday (2016), Once Upon a 

River (2019), and Holidate (2020), provides a more restrained reflection on the role taste plays in 

music supervision: 

They assume if you love music and music history then you’ll make a good Music 

Supervisor. It doesn’t. The fact is everyone has taste and it is subjective. Having good 

taste doesn’t help make using a song legal or keeping a production from getting sued. 

That’s where the vast majority of copyright infringement disputes come from — the 

music department. So, it’s the Music Supervisor’s job to keep the Director and Producer 

from getting in trouble with that stuff, like not realizing there are ten Publishers on a song 

(and then not clearing all the rights) or thinking something is public domain when it’s 

not.48 

 

Turner’s explicit reference to the importance of copyright and knowledge of the legal 

implications of sync contrast substantially with the notion of “tastemaker.”  

Taste, it seems, has overshadowed the importance of the tools and support teams upon 

which most music supervisors rely. The commodification of taste, as well as the aestheticization 

of the commodity, symptomatic of the neoliberalist environment in which supervisors function, 

prevails.49 From submissions sent by licensors to Spotify playlists created by interns and 

coordinators, from informative indie blogs with features on up-and-coming artists to streaming 

applications and music subscriptions with algorithms that introduce emerging artists, the 

 
47 Steven Leckart, “Good News for People Who Love Indie News,” Wired, March 30, 2007, 

https://www.wired.com/2007/03/good-news-for-p/. 

 
48 Mike Turner, “Music Supervisor,” CareersinFilm.com, last modified June 12, 2018, 

https://www.careersinfilm. com/music-supervisor/. 
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technological, relational, and multifaceted process of music discovery is highly generalized or 

completely overlooked to highlight the supposedly innate “taste” of supervisors. Perhaps most 

obviously, we see a washing out of technological and project management skills in the music 

supervisor’s role and function.  

Music supervisor Amanda Krieg Thomas, whose credits include The Americans (FX), 

The Assassination of Gianni Versace: American Crime Story (FX), Claws (TNT) and Life in 

Pieces (CBS),50 clarifies: 

So many people just think the job is: I have great taste in music. But they don’t fully 

understand the logistics behind it. That is a rampant issue. It happens a lot where 

showrunners hire their friends: ‘My friend has great taste in music, I want them to be my 

supervisor.’ And sometimes that doesn’t work out, so they’ll hire a real music supervisor 

to come in and clean up the mess.51 

  

In the end, it is the aggrandizement of the press, artists, licensors, and audiences, as well 

as seemingly scripted self-aggrandizement on the part of music supervisors, that contribute to 

excessively positive praise, associations to creative freedom and expression, and high 

expectations stemming from ascribed prestige. Seemingly innocuous, these perceptions of the 

profession compound issues already exacerbated by the neoliberal context in which supervisors 

operate. The select few enjoy more praise, more work, and potentially more money, while others 

contributing to the supervisory chain experience little to no praise, limited work or minor 

projects, and the same or lower levels of pay. Indeed, there are certainly nodes in the supervisory 

chain that pull from both creativity and more administrative business skills. My analysis in 

subsequent chapters should reveal that music supervisors do not work in a bubble; they are not 

 
50 “Featured Work,” Yay Team, accessed February 12, 2020, https://www.yayteaminc.com. 

 
51 Nina Metz, “What Does a Music Supervisor Do? Northwestern Alum Talks ‘Pose,’ ‘Claws,’ ‘The 

Americans,’” Chicago Tribune, July 31, 2019, https://www.chicagotribune.com/entertainment/tv/ct-ent-pose-claws-
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siloed in an echo chamber of their own musical taste and preferences. Quite the opposite, in fact, 

they are simply one part of a large mechanism that churns out cultural products in the 

supervisory chain. While some supervisors certainly do almost singlehandedly demonstrate their 

position as “tastemaker,” there are many other industry players who contribute to the material 

they “collect” and subsequently “curate.” Moreover, there are transitions in the individuals who 

hold the power to participate in this chain of events and transactions that ultimately yield a 

particular cultural product, which consequently influences cultural taste preferences and 

consumer habits. 

Community, press, and audience use of extremely positive terms—the word “genius,” in 

particular—is interesting on numerous levels. As Taylor suggests, the industry’s understanding 

of the term is not purely based on talent, but more so the ability to rise to “the top of a market.”52 

As a result, we see a very small number of people achieving great notoriety in the field. 

Consequently, the labor force is effectively shrinking, as the majority of music supervisors are 

perceived to fail, unable to reach the heights of the select few. Now, of course, some of this 

aggrandizement can simply be attributed to the typical catchphrases and headlines of trade press 

and media that grab a reader’s attention, but whether this is the case or not, what we are seeing is 

a distribution of these terms across all forms of writing (informal, formal, fan, critic, etc.), and 

usually only to a finite group of music supervisors. 

These circumstances seem similar to Gillian Ursell’s discussion of workers in the 

television industry, with the most successful supervisors becoming “commodified personalities 

or commodified sources of a particular aesthetic for audience (mass and/or critical) consumption, 

a consumption which enhances the market status of the individual’s labor power.” These top 

 
52 Timothy D. Taylor, Music and Capitalism: A History of the Present (Chicago and London: The 

University of Chicago Press, 2015), 17. 
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individuals enjoy celebrity and higher pay, and “arguably, it is the attractiveness of such 

attributes which helps keep the bottom end entranced and enlisted.”53 And if music supervisors 

are just one player in the entire supervisory chain, then other contributors to the sync process 

remain in the shadows. These consequences raise several questions. What does “genius music 

supervision” look like? What are the elements one must consider in determining who is a genius 

in sync? Who is the judge? Who can appropriately credit someone with this description? Who 

can respond when the term is misapplied? Are other players within the supervisory chain being 

applauded? If not, what are the implications? And, most obvious, what does “good sync” look 

(and sound) like? 

Artistic Trends and a Close Reading of “Syncable Music” 

In what follows, I highlight key musical elements that are now widely known as appropriate for 

sync in order to investigate their influence on musical composition for artists, sync activities and 

agreements for licensors, and editing of placements for music supervisors. In addition, I analyze 

a pivotal moment in sync to illustrate how these elements developed in parallel with television 

viewers’ appreciation for the increased use of indie and pop music, and the refined treatment of 

the sync as film scoring. Deepening the understanding of why audiences respond so well to this 

sort of sync further demonstrates the perceived and real functions of music supervision in 

enhancing the viewers’ experience with music and the moving image and calls for broader 

examination on potential impact to the creative pursuits of composers and recording artists. 

“Syncable” Music  
 

 Patrick Duniven, singer-songwriter and leader of the band Duniven, made quite a splash  

 
53 See Gillian Ursell, “Television Production: Issues of Exploitation, Commodification and Subjectivity in 
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when he published the opinion piece “TV and Film Music Supervisors Are Killing Real 

Songwriting” in L.A. Weekly in September 2016. He explains his own experience of having 

publishers tell him how to make his songs more “syncable,” essentially suggesting that today’s 

music supervisors lack creativity:  

My experience is not unique. I’ve heard similar things from countless writers and artists 

who have had varying degrees of success in the industry. Music supervisors, the 

gatekeepers to music placement (or “syncs”) in TV and film, are asking and encouraging 

songwriters and recording artists to churn out generic, uninspired music with no real 

message. Music that is not too personal, with topics not too specific, and preferably a 

sound that doesn’t stand out and better blends into the background.54 

 

In this brief paragraph alone, Duniven touches on a number of critical issues. He refers to 

music supervisors as “gatekeepers” (a concept I will explore further in the final chapter), and 

then suggests that supervisors themselves are influencing contemporary songwriting by 

requesting particular lyrical and stylistic characteristics and providing instructions to artists and 

instrumentalists to help them “blend into the background.” Now, this was not the first time 

Duniven’s writing appeared in L.A. Weekly. Earlier that year he had addressed the creativity, or 

perhaps more appropriately, the lack thereof, of Los Angeles songwriters in his article, “Dear 

L.A. Songwriters: Please Bring Back the Chorus.”55 While Duniven’s style of writing is certainly 

critical and almost combative, it was not until his article that targeted music supervisors that he 

garnered some attention and critique. Needless to say, his article was met with some backlash 

from the professional community.  

While some readers could have believed this article had been spurred by his own lack of 

success in sync, some music supervisors figured they had to respond to set the record straight. 

 
54 Patrick Duniven, “TV and Film Music Supervisors Are Killing Real Songwriting,” LA Weekly, 
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L.A. Weekly explains, “Due to the outpouring of criticism the piece received from music 

supervisors and their industry peers, we felt that it was important to give a member of their 

community a chance to respond. L.A.-based music supervisor Thomas Golubić kindly agreed to 

do so.”56 In his article, “Are Music Supervisors Really ‘Killing Songwriting’? A Music 

Supervisor Responds,” Thomas Golubić refers to Duniven’s statement that “music supervisors, 

the gatekeepers to music placement (or ‘syncs’) in TV and film, are asking and encouraging 

songwriters and recording artists to churn out generic, uninspired music with no real message” as 

“utter nonsense…[that] expresses a deep ignorance about what music supervisors actually do.”  

Golubić continues with several points. To start, he explains, music supervisors are “first 

and foremost, lovers of music.” He continues to describe the function of the music supervisor: 

It is our job to become experts in every imaginable genre, with an ever-expanding palate 

and sophistication level, so we can best serve our different projects. There is zero 

motivation to counsel artists to create music that is devoid of personality. If we are 

looking for unobtrusive background music at an affordable rate, there are plenty of 

production libraries that deliver that service.57 

 

While Golubić is right, a message is being communicated through and to singer-

songwriters about what makes music “syncable.” His remark about using production libraries for 

“unobtrusive background music at an affordable rate” in and of itself supports the line of 

thinking that some music is more syncable than others. But if Golubić suggests that music 

supervisors do not think this way, where is the message coming from? I will explore some 

channels of communication through which individual industry players negotiate the category of 

 
56 Thomas Golubić, “Are Music Supervisors Really ‘Killing Songwriting’? A Music Supervisor Responds,” 
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“syncable music.” The preface to Dave Kusek’s article “Secrets for Writing the Best Songs for 

Sync Licensing” puts the pitch up front:  

In the past three years, all the top winning songs of the USA Songwriting Competition 

were placed in Box Office Hit Movies. The current winning song was also featured on 

the first episode of the hit TV show American Idol last Wednesday (January 6th). Music 

industry expert Dave Kusek talks about the secrets behind the lucrative sync licensing. 

 

Kusek proceeds to describe several major traits that make a song “syncable.” He first 

explains that “vague lyrics work best,” discouraging artists from using specific words, phrases, 

names, and scenarios that would limit the number of scenes for which a song could be 

applicable. He then encourages songwriters to explore more ambiguous themes like “feeling lost, 

self-exploration, and finding love in unexpected places,” and suggests that film and television 

show plots tend to draw from similar themes. He says, “It may seem cliché, but there will always 

be a market for music that supports these themes, so break out your cheesiest break up song and 

get it out there!”58 This last sentiment illustrates both diminished concern of “selling out” and 

desire to profit from engaging in often ironic consumerism, reminiscent of Thomas Frank’s 

concept of “hip consumerism.”59 

Singer-songwriter resources also provide plenty of recommendations that expand on 

Kusek’s ideas. Simply googling “how to write good music for sync” will return dozens of 

articles that build upon his suggestions. Some singer-songwriters also create playlists that enable 

individuals to study songs and draw conclusions, whether accurate or not, about their similarities. 

Ross O. Brown, for instance, creates such playlists and publishes tips for songwriters based on 

these compilations. He writes, “Notice the recurring themes in all the music above. Here’s the 

 
58 Dave Kusek, “Secrets for Writing the Best Songs for Sync Licensing,” The U.S.A. Songwriting 

Competition, last modified January 11, 2016, https://www.songwriting.net/blog/the-best-songs-for-sync-licensing. 

 
59 See Thomas Frank, The Conquest of Cool: Business Culture, Counterculture, and the Rise of Hip 

Consumerism (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1997), 231. 
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ones that I hear people are looking for the most: Swagger, Female Empowerment, Home, Heroic, 

Deep/Dark, Summer/Party.”60 

Besides sync in general, people also provide tips for making music syncable for specific 

types of projects and forms of media. Some even go so far as to recommend tempos, and 

sometimes even beats per minute, for specific types of shows, such as sports projects. In “How to 

Write Music for Sports Related TV Projects,” for example, Marc Fantano recommends “mid to 

up-tempo instrumental,” with instrumentals edited “down to around a minute and a half in time.” 

The author suggests the songwriter “think of some strong and powerful phrases a professional 

athlete may say in a hype-up video or post-game speech” and that a singer or rapper should 

“record these phrases as a chant-based hook or chorus,” which should sound “full with layered 

vocals and reverb/echo added.” He continues, “Producers of sports packages love hooks and 

choruses.”61 Interestingly, advice like this, targeted toward singer-songwriters, simply generates 

more compositions that could be found in a production music library. 

Suggestions for writing “syncable” music for video games have proliferated as music 

plays a more central role in game worlds. Forza Horizon, for example, which is “set against the 

backdrop of a fictional automotive music festival,” features more than 65 songs representing 

over 60 artists, a collection that was “curated and created specifically for the game by Rob da 

Bank, a BBC DJ and creator of the Bestival music festivals in Europe.”62 Music supervisors for 

video games have stepped into much bigger roles as sync licensing for the medium has grown. 

 
60 Ross O. Brown, “The Complete Guide to Sync Licensing in 2019,” RossOBrown.com, last modified 
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Maya Halfon Cordova, of Microsoft, told me that Forza Horizon 3, for example, has 148 songs 

divided by “radio stations” representing distinct styles and genres. Artistic trends in 

contemporary video games have become relatively easy to spot and reasonably simple for artists 

to imitate. Halfon Cordova explains that for video games, “the goal is just to be cool and 

relevant.” This ideology has its own set of challenges, since games have long development 

cycles and sometimes take months or years to be released. This causes her to distinguish 

“evergreen” tracks from passing fads, and she acknowledges that there is a distinction between 

“what’s popular and what’s syncable.”  She has noticed some artistic trends in terms of music in 

games, and even trailers, though, particularly the use of covers. She also notes an emphasis on 

“dramatic” music.63 

 Music licensors and supervisors contribute to this conversation for advertising and 

commercials as well. Singer-songwriter turned music licensor Cathy Heller, of Catch the Moon 

Music, was wildly successful at writing for television and advertising sync, pitching her songs, 

and negotiating placement deals. She often participates in events that seek to give advice or 

specific tools to artists, and she contributes to articles online as well. In her article, “The 3 

Things You Can Do Right Now to Increase Your Chances of Getting Your Music Licensed for 

Sync,” Heller encourages artists to research and learn the “vibe of the brand or the show, and 

what kinds of lyrics and production dynamics” are frequently featured.64 She advises artists to 

consult online resources that aggregate songs used in television shows and commercials (such as 

iSpot.tv and tunefind.com) and to create their own playlists based on their own viewing and 

 
63 Maya Halfon Cordova, interview with author, May 18, 2018. 
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research in order to “absorb” what works and trends, focusing on the three categories of “vibe, 

lyric themes, and production.”  

 Heller’s advice could have considerable influence on a songwriter’s body of work. Most 

songwriters write about experiences they know or use songwriting as a form of catharsis. But 

Heller explains that this material does not always work for sync, especially for television and 

advertising projects, which seek to be memorable and uplifting: 

It is very rare to hear a song in a TV show or commercial that has specific lyrics about a 

specific story, person, or place. More times than not, you will hear songs that have 

universal themes, like “Home,” “Victory,” “Freedom,” “Brand New,” 

“Togetherness”…the list goes on.65 

 

These themes, of course, are classic examples of sociologist Michael Schudson’s 

conceptualization of “capitalist realism,” which can explain why ideologies that pervade media 

are neither real nor imagined but are “aesthetic conventions” that perpetuate the political 

economy with which they are connected.66 It follows that Heller’s advice would encourage artists 

to use positive lyrics to write songs about “feeling good, or making it big, or taking over the 

world,” ideas that capture the capitalist’s dreams.67 Similarly, it seems to make sense that these 

triumphant messages could be conveyed with “extreme literalness and comprehensibility” 

through musical tropes.68 She suggests the use of “cinematic instrumentals” with different entries 

and exits from varying instruments, “builds and drops” in dynamics and texture, and an overall  

 
65 Heller, “How to Be Wildly Successful.” 

 
66 See Michael Schudson, Advertising, the Uneasy Persuasion: It’s Dubious Impact on American Society 

(New York: Basic Books, Inc., 1984), 209–233. 

 
67 Heller, “How to Be Wildly Successful.” 

 
68 See Robert Fink, Repeating Ourselves: American Minimal Music as Cultural Practice (Berkeley and Los 
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sense of “momentum.”69 Heller also offers these tips and other personalized training and 

coaching to artists in the form of a six-month program she calls “Six-Figure Songwriting,” a 

fitting title for a course focused on the perfecting of the syncable song as commodity.70  

 Another music licensor, Kristina Benson, shared perspectives from her own experience 

with writing for sync and representing artists writing specifically for sync. She told me: 

[Writing for sync] looks like going to someone’s home studio and spending four hours 

writing lyrics that you can envision a brand using. It’s usually in a home studio, it’s 

usually with a male producer, although there are a couple female producers, and then 

usually you think about what brand would use this, what show would use this. You try to 

put three different sections in the song, a verse, a bridge, and a chorus. Those sections 

should stand alone, just as well as they work together, and they should be easily 

digestible into 15, 30, and 60 second bites for when an ad does a cutdown to 15, 30, and 

60. There should be some motion to it. It should build, and there should be a hook—like, 

if someone’s like, “what’s the song about”—there should be a hook that tells you what 

the song is about.71  

 

In this case, the song’s structural framework and key musical elements might mirror the 

typical jingle. When I responded with a comment suggesting she had really honed these 

parameters, Benson said:  

The point being, when people are like “it’s so creative!” I’m like, “Eh.” I’m not saying 

it’s not creative, but there’s a lot of box checking. Like if I really want to be creative, I’ll 

go play in a nice weird free jazz band, but I like it because it’s just like there’s no 

pressure. You don’t have to be profound. You don’t have to make the next great 

American album. It doesn’t have to be good, it’s just fun, you don’t have to worry about 

it. 

 

 Benson’s perspective is strikingly different from Duniven’s critique. What Duniven 

perceives as syncable music’s restrictive influence on songwriting, Benson appreciates for its 

simplicity. At the same time, her reference to “box checking” supports the belief that there are 
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standards for syncable music, and that they are easily identifiable or well known. Indeed, the 

formulaic approach to songwriting for sync has become clear to many in the artistic and 

professional community. From my own attendance at industry conferences, artists who attend 

panels with the hope they will get some secret formula to achieve their next break hang on every 

word from panelists speaking on the topic.  

An example of a music supervisor acknowledging a similar occurrence at a panel, and 

then building on those recommendations for advertising specifically is Liam Farrell’s article, 

“Think You Have a Song That’s Syncable?” He writes, 

During the Q&A, one of the more forward musicians in the audience presented a very 

direct question to the panel: “What kind of music should I write to land a lot of syncs?” 

 

For a few seconds, the panel seemed to be at a loss for words. That is until the Music 

Director spoke up, “Inspirational, anthemic rock that builds.” 

 

I watched as everyone in the audience jotted these words as if an angel had visited and 

given them the password to heaven. Of course, the Music Director went on to add much 

more substance and nuance to his answer, including the suggestion that when a 

songwriter sets out to write a syncable tune, its often obvious and takes away authenticity 

of the original song idea. However, those five first words continued to resonate in the 

room.72 

 

This is an interesting example for several reasons. First, we see the reverberation of 

capitalist realism’s ideologies in the Music Director’s recommendation of “inspirational” lyrical 

content, as well as in the dynamics and texture that “builds.” Second, the receptiveness among 

the artists who take those formulaic musical and thematic elements as gospel is obvious. Third, 

we see Farrell’s awareness of artists’ desire for and internalization of a formula. And fourth, 

artists recognize sync placements as an important pursuit. Farrell proceeds to provide some of his 

own recommendations, but first clarifies, “Again, I’m ‘NOT’ suggesting writing a song that hits 

 
72 Liam Farrell, “Music Industry Advice: Think You Have A Song That’s Syncable?,” Music Connection, 
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all of the points to follow. I think most music supervisors will agree with me. These are just a 

few things to think about applying to your song(s) to maximize your chances for landing syncs of 

all shapes and sizes.” But why would any artist believe he is “NOT” recommending these 

elements, if he closes his remark with the promise that they could “maximize [their] chances for 

landing syncs of all shapes and sizes”? 

Farrell’s tips are incredibly similar to those commonly posted on other blogs, but he 

deepens his specificity and even provides details about dynamics and form: “Keep in mind that 

you’ll want to give the listener a little bit of time to bask in the glory of the crescendo you’ve just 

built up to. So don’t have it peak at :30 or :60.  Rather, hit the musical zenith at :27 (for a :30) or 

:54 (for a :60).” His recommendations even extend to stylistic choices, which ultimately may be 

read as genre. Farrell says, “There is some real value in minimal music…There is a lot of value 

in ethereal soundscapes, solo piano pieces, or even simple ambient drones. Sometimes it’s best to 

keep it simple and subtle. You may be surprised how much demand there is for this kind of 

thing.” He even goes on to recommend using vague lyrics and incorporating “whoas and ohs”:  

You may have noticed (if you haven’t, you will now) that a ton of commercial spots use 

songs that feature some sort of “Oooo” “Whoa” or “Ahh” in lieu of actual lyrics. This 

makes sense because it allows the spot to avoid any lyrics that may compete with the 

brand’s message while also maintaining the vocal element that ‘legitimizes’ the song.  It 

can also add an extra layer of energy.73 

 

There are, indeed, many instances exemplifying Farrell’s points. Illustrative of the 

particularly common use of “ooos” or “ohs” are Apple’s 2007 iPod nano commercial featuring 

“1234” by Feist and Heineken’s 2010 commercial “The Entrance” that featured “The Golden 

Age” by The Asteroids Galaxy Tour, which won a number of awards at the 2011 Cannes Lions 

International Festival of Creativity, including the award for “Best Use of Music.” Another 
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example is BMW’s “Feeling Remains” 2012 commercial featuring “Sail” by rock band 

Awolnation, among others.74 Moreover, nearly all commercials have the characteristic builds in 

dynamics and texture that both Heller and Farrell describe. The Washington Post’s 2019 Super 

Bowl ad “Democracy Dies in Darkness,” for example, features the precise “musical zenith” 

Farrell describes, hitting the moment at exactly the 54-second mark!75    

In “Creating a Perfect Soundtrack: Here’s What Music Supervisors Are Looking For” on 

Spotify for Artists, the author states, “Across the board, the supervisors we spoke to drove home 

the idea of dynamic structure, stressing the importance of those peaks and valleys, crescendos, 

and quiet moments that keep you drawn into the world of a song.”76 Although these are relatively 

vague suggestions, they mirror the “energy” and “build” promoted by others. Amanda Krieg 

Thomas also addresses these issues in her book, which is tailored to artists seeking to understand 

the mind of a music supervisor and the process of sync. She explains that not every song is 

syncable and encourages artists to write from a place of creativity. But then she proceeds to 

outline differences in syncable songs by medium: “Advertisements, for example, regularly seek 

music with good energy and positive lyrics. Trailers use many more instrumental only cues than 

film and television, and the music often actually drives the ‘story’ (or edit)—whereas, in film 
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and television it’s the opposite.” She then offers a list and description of seven precise elements 

that make a song suitable for sync:  

 1. Varied instrumental arrangement 

 2. Room to breathe (and therefore edit) 

 3. A consistent message 

 4. A distinct and attention-grabbing feel 

 5. High quality or “broadcast ready” production 

 6. A unique take on universal themes 

 7. Authenticity and sincerity.77 

 

Perhaps the most interesting is the seventh parameter: “authenticity and sincerity.”78 How 

do artists reconcile the potential divide between these two convictions and the commercialism 

driving the creation of their work? Or do these two terms stand in for something else Krieg 

Thomas is trying to communicate? Notably, even though Krieg Thomas often provides tips like 

these from her influential position as music supervisor, she says, “…if you feel like the 

parameters of media are stifling your creativity as a songwriter—then don’t do it! Just don’t 

blame Music Supervisors please.”79 This either illustrates a lack of responsibility for contributing 

to the landscape of sync tips, or at best, a lack of self-awareness. 

Some music supervisors and even singer-songwriters try to distance themselves from 

these types of recommendations, much like people cringe in high art or avant-garde genres when 

the promise of commercial gain threatens imagined artistic autonomy. Indeed, in response to 
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making something syncable, there are certainly mixed sentiments on the topic. Abi Leland, for 

example, says,  

I’ve never worked with a composer or artist who has specifically tried to write “sync 

friendly” music. The word “syncable” gets used a lot and it always makes me cringe. I’d 

like to think that nobody would approach their music in that way, but if anyone is 

considering this my advice would be that it won’t work and I can’t imagine it will make 

you happy, so don’t do it!80 

 

 Unlike others who seem pressured into responding with precise musical elements that 

make music syncable, Leland hedges the topic. She says,  

It’s very varied and not exclusive so you have to approach it like that when you’re 

looking. Sync is not about trends either. People ask, “What are the trends in music and 

sync at the moment?” Lots of people will come up with answers but I really don’t believe 

it works in that way…If labels and publishers suddenly start signing “sync friendly” 

artists and writers, what does that mean? Artist development is just about having belief in 

the music, working long term and working sync in as part of that.81 

 

Leland’s remarks reposition sync as an added benefit for the recording artist, not the artist’s 

initial objective. This distinction is important, as it seems to mark the difference between artists 

who record for sync and artists who record, then pursue sync as an afterthought. But this is likely 

easier said than done when industry players, self-help books, and websites tout licensing as a 

lucrative opportunity that could also catapult them to fame.  

Whether music supervisors choose to acknowledge it or not, artists and others involved in 

sync, such as publishers and licensors, as well as members of the press, perpetuate broad 

generalizations about music that is “good” for sync based on an aggregation of projects. Many 

projects influential in standardizing these trends are large budget films, edgy shows produced for 

streaming platforms, or commercials that garner the most attention. It is no surprise that briefs 
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mirror these elements of “good” sync. A popular site for artists to find briefs is 

tracksandfields.com. A cursory glance at the searches posted on the site reveals quite a lot about  

creative trends.82 Many searches explain precise “vibes,” genres, stylistic characteristics, moods 

or emotions, lyrical subject matter, rhythmic devices, and instrumentation, hoping to provide 

clear information about the type of music the supervisors seek.  

Others also provide “references,” listing the names of artists and songs they hope the 

sync will sound like or at least evoke. Now, I am fully aware that imitation is by no means a new 

development in the history of music. I also acknowledge that, for decades, revenue from license 

agreements has been an incentive for some music production companies to exist purely for the 

purpose of releasing records that have all the musical characteristics of famous records that have 

tracks which are simply too expensive for licensing.83 But in the current neoliberal capitalist 

environment, there are economic, financial, and political incentives that convolute the process to 

a higher degree than ever before.84  

During my fieldwork in the industry, I received dozens of searches from supervisors 

requesting pieces that “sounded like” others, or for musical compositions to give the “vibe” of a 

particular genre, style, or artist. These searches seem to convey that indie artists can disregard or 

adapt their branded image and “authentic,” creative voice, to imitate another voice, if the 

potential opportunity to gain economic profit is right. It might appear that independent artists, 

who seek to cultivate their own identity, will respond to a search with a perfectly customized 

song if the promise of financial success or fame outweighs the possibility of losing fans that feel  
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they have lost touch with their voice.85 But these scenarios are more complex and have 

potentially profound implications for identity. That artists must negotiate the schism between 

their artistic identities and the commercialization of their musical works underscores the reach 

and pull of neoliberal ideologies. At the same time, it is important to remember the role of other 

intermediaries in this process. Labels, publishers, and licensing shops all play their part in 

contributing to this scheme. While staff members at one-stop licensing shops are naturally 

interested in profit, for example, they also take responsibility for monitoring these made-to-order 

songs before submitting them to supervisors. Thus, intermediation also influences trends in 

syncable music. 

A “Match Made in Musical Heaven”  
 

The whole category of “syncable music” can arguably be traced back to the “golden age 

of music supervision.” While network shows are finally starting to make the cut to join the 

discussion of artistic trends in sync, this was not always the case. For years, major network 

television shows have had to cater to broad and indistinct consumer tastes, considering the 

productions were intended for American audiences as a whole. Only very recent changes have 

emerged in terms of artistic freedom and creative power from the music supervisor. Kerri 

Drootin described this transition through her work on Master of None, for which she and Zach 

Cowie served as music supervisors, with Cowie covering most of the creative side.  

She called the show a “rare unicorn,” for which they could use “such cool music” and 

really draw from their record collection. She said,  

…it’s amazing that we got to do what we got to do on that show, but I’ve also been doing 

this for 15 years, and that’s the first show I’ve really had that was like that…you could 

push boundaries creatively and really do, you know, weird music that works really 

beautifully that nobody’s ever heard. I’ve been music supervising at NBC for 15 years, 
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but we’re finally getting shows like that, since the platforms are expanding and since 

shows are getting a little more artistic.  

 

She explained that she usually works on comedies, which she enjoys, but because they are 

network shows, they need to appeal to broad audience tastes. “It was a bit more mainstream 

before,” she said. But she does see things changing, mainly because of the “alternative 

platforms” that are becoming “a bit more risqué with their content and with the music.” Still, the 

ability to experiment with music is not always the case, and it remains dependent upon decision 

makers like producers and the network as a whole.86  

To be sure, increased levels of creative freedom and the permission to “push creative 

boundaries” have had a significant impact on television, not to mention other media as well, such 

as film, video games, and advertising. Much of the increased creative freedom that prominent 

music supervisors tend to enjoy, and certainly that media and audiences perceive, in 

contemporary projects is arguably the result of changes in music supervision for television that 

occurred in the early and mid-2000s, the “golden age of music supervision.” Although numerous 

factors played into these changes (as discussed in previous chapters), the work of key music 

supervisors, such as Alexandra Patsavas and Thomas Golubić, brought significant attention to 

the music supervision profession as a result of breaking the careers of artists, becoming well 

known for adding multiple layers to the storytelling aspect of projects, and gaining industry 

attention in the form of major industry award nominations.  

With a career spanning more than two decades, Patsavas has worked on dozens of 

projects, including films, such as Wonder (2017), The Hunger Games: Catching Fire (2013), The 

Perks of Being a Wallflower (2012), Water for Elephants (2011), The Dilemma (2011), and The 
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Twilight Saga series, as well as television series, including How to Get Away with Murder, 

Grey’s Anatomy, Scandal, Mad Men, Gossip Girl, and The O.C. Since her work has been so 

monumental to the development of the profession and field, an examination of her approach to 

music supervision in practice could shed light on trends that have emerged in sync, while also 

offering insights into more recent standardization. In what follows, I explore her process and 

provide a close reading of her most defining sync placement. 

Collaboration proves fundamental to Patsavas’s creative process. Generally, she starts 

work on a project by understanding the “feel and vibe of the songs and the movie” with the 

director, and one of her key creative goals is to build “a signature sound” for each project. 87 She 

emphasizes the significance of having “a really good understanding of drama and storytelling, 

how an episode of television or a film unfolds and of how musical components can help enhance 

the drama,” as well as understanding “how music tells the story by itself.” Some of her creative 

choices come down to vocal quality. For instance, she likes “how Thom Yorke’s voice works as 

an instrument rather than a voice, how Mark Lanegan’s sounds like the most weary and 

timeworn ever.”88 But she is perhaps best known for her knack at discovering indie music and 

breaking bands, such as Death Cab for Cutie, The Killers, The Fray, Florence + the Machine, 

The Black Keys, Muse, and others.89  

 Patsavas first sparked considerable attention with her work on The O.C. (2003–2007), a 

television series in which music played a central part. She notably made Death Cab for Cutie a 

household name, as her sync placements evolved into the plot of the show as well. As media 

 
87 Breena L. Loraine, “Alexandra Patsavas,” in Hollywood Heroines: The Most Influential Women in Film 

History, ed. Laura L. S. Bauer (Santa Barbara, CA: ABC-CLIO, 2019), 208–209. 

 
88 Medd, “The Rules,” Alexandra Patsavas,” 43. 

 
89 Larry LeBlanc, “Industry Profile: Alexandra Patsavas,” Celebrity Access, accessed January  

15, 2018, http://members.celebrityaccess.com/members/profile.html?id=586&PHPSESSID=. 



 

 125 

 

studies scholar Leslie M. Meier summarizes, “they were a main character’s favorite band, their 

poster was included in his bedroom, and the band was a topic of discussion in the drama.”90 The 

stigma around “selling out” was fading but still relevant to some, especially in the alternative and 

indie music scenes, so Patsavas and the crew “integrated [the music] into the narrative, musicians 

were promoted, and an entire branding enterprise, where producers and marketers clearly and 

consistently identified what audiences could expect from The O.C., was created” in an attempt 

“to make artists and fans feel as though they weren’t ‘selling out.’”91 This marked a synergistic 

moment in which incredible success followed a “cross-promotional music placement.”92 It also 

contributed to a significant shift in perceptions of alternative and indie music on television, 

causing Billboard to recognize the show for the concept “TV is the new radio.”93 Soon the 

independent music formula would grow in popularity.  

Patsavas continued her track record of breaking artists with her work on Grey’s Anatomy 

(2005–), which had immense impact on the careers of bands like Snow Patrol and The Fray.94 

Her breakthrough moment came in 2006, when she synced The Fray’s “How to Save a Life” 

(words and music by Joseph King and Isaac Slade) for an emotionally moving scene in Season 2, 

Episode 21 (“Superstition”) of Grey’s Anatomy. Brittany Lovely calls the sync placement a 

“match made in musical heaven,” and it is clear that fans of the show and fans of The Fray felt 

 
90 Leslie M. Meier, Popular Music as Promotion: Music and Branding in the Digital Age (Cambridge: 
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the same way.95 Patsavas apparently selected the song for the scene following a private 

performance by the band at her home.96 It appears in the most dramatic scene of the episode, 

which highlights the role of superstitious beliefs and rituals among the ensemble cast. After the 

doctors failed to save four lives in the morning, someone in the hospital spreads his superstitious 

belief that deaths come in threes or sevens. As a result, some of the hospital staff members spend 

the day on edge, worrying this might come true and three more lives will be lost. After a lull in 

surgeries, a sudden influx of patients with various medical problems gets the doctors back in the 

operating room. Personal conflicts, romantic relationships, and workplace complexities are 

worked through as the episode unfolds, when abruptly multiple surgeries must be performed at 

once. This moment marks the transition into the montage scene that features “How to Save a 

Life” and depicts how people’s superstitions manifest before surgery.  

“How to Save a Life” is in common time, in B-flat major, and in moderate tempo at 122 

beats per minute. The song was edited, as I will describe below, to fit the structure and duration 

of the montage, but while music editing certainly played a part in how this sync works, the 

song’s general structure, contour, texture, dynamics, and other musical elements directly mirror 

what has become quite formulaic for typical syncs in the time since. For instance, its typical 16-

bar verse and 12-bar chorus work together but can also stand alone. Vague, yet incisive, lyrical 

content offers a universal theme directly relevant to the scene, but also provides broader 

connotations. Its instrumentation begins simply, with a solo piano line, then builds in layers, with 

solo voice first, followed by drums, guitar, strings, and then additional vocals, for intensification 

 
95 Brittany Lovely, “‘How to Save a Life’: Tracking a ‘Grey’s Anatomy’ Success Story,” Hypable, April 

22, 2015, https://www.hypable.com/greys-anatomy-how-to-save-a-life-the-fray/; “How to Save a Life by The Fray,” 

Songfacts, accessed March 1, 2020, https://www.songfacts.com/facts/the-fray/how-to-save-a-life. 
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of emotion, energy, and momentum. The song’s first harmonic progression—I (B-flat)-V6 (F/A)-

vi7 (gm7)-V (F)—offers a predictable pattern without much movement, as the bass line oscillates 

between B-flat and A, while the contour of the melodic line rises and falls in a similarly cyclical 

fashion. But the second harmonic progression, which begins at the chorus—IV (E-flat)-V (F)-vi 

(gm)-I (B-flat)-IV (E-flat)-V (F)-vi (gm)-I (B-flat)-V6 (F/A)—significantly contributes to the 

build and momentum of this sync. In contrast to the alternating bass notes of the first 

progression, at the chorus we hear a rising bass line cycling through E-flat, F, G, and B-flat. This 

ascension, in conjunction with an octave leap in the vocals and an increase in instrumentation 

and volume, is where the build unfolds. In what follows I will explore how this sync functions 

and aligns with the onscreen images. But first I will provide the lyric as used in the scene: 

Step one, you say we need to talk 

He walks, you say sit down, it’s just a talk 

He smiles politely back at you 

You stare politely right on through 

Some sort of window to your right 

As he goes left, and you stay right 

Between the lines of fear and blame 

You begin to wonder why you came 

 

Where did I go wrong? 

I lost a friend 

Somewhere along in the bitterness 

And I would have stayed up with you all night 

Had I known how to save a life 

 

Where did I go wrong? 

I lost a friend 

Somewhere along in the bitterness 

And I would have stayed up with you all night 

Had I known how to save a life 

 

How to save a life 

 

How to save a life 
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Where did I go wrong? 

I lost a friend 

Somewhere along in the bitterness 

And I would have stayed up with you all night 

Had I known how to save a life 

 

Where did I go wrong? 

I lost a friend 

Somewhere along in the bitterness 

And I would have stayed up with you all night 

Had I known how to save a life.97 

 

The montage begins with Dr. Preston Burke superstitiously donning his custom surgical 

cap over eight bars of the song’s simple introduction played on solo piano.98 This cuts to a 

patient with obsessive compulsive disorder repeatedly saying, “find a penny, pick it up, all day 

long you’ll have good luck.” Sound mixing has pulled the song’s first three lines of the verse into 

the background, and as the patient falls under anesthesia the volume increases, ultimately 

bringing the fourth line into the foreground. At the fifth line of the lyric, a drumbeat is 

introduced over eight additional bars of the piano (with the same harmonic progression as 

before), but this time an octave leap in the vocal line. This marks the beginning of the build so 

characteristic in sync. This build seems especially appropriate for the moment because the 

onscreen images have shifted from the enclosed space of the operating rooms to a wide shot of 

Seattle. Thus, the build in texture broadens and breathes just as the visuals widen.  

The shot of the city fades to Dr. Derek Shepherd walking into the hospital, the rhythm of 

his footsteps perfectly aligning with the drumbeat. Now back in the confined operating room, the 

song again fades slightly into the background as Shepherd recites his superstitious phrase, “it’s a 

beautiful afternoon to save lives, people.” When Shepherd says, “Let’s have some fun,” the 

 
97 Joseph King and Isaac Slade, “How to Save a Life” (London: EMI Music Publishing, 2005). 

 
98 Grey’s Anatomy, season 2, episode 21, “Superstition,” directed by Tricia Brock, written by James D. 

Parriott, aired March 19, 2006, on ABC, https://www.netflix.com/title/70140391. The montage begins at 33:30. 
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mixing shifts once again and the chorus is now fully in the foreground with a cut to Burke in the 

operating room wearing his cap and cracking his neck as he approaches the operating table. The 

layered build continues, both in volume and texture, as guitar and strings have joined for a denser 

chorus.  

The scene cuts to Dr. Miranda Bailey saying a prayer, which is followed by a slight fade 

in the chorus as Dr. Richard Webber commences and verbally describes the operation only to be 

interrupted by Dr. Meredith Grey’s call for Dr. Bailey’s attention. As Dr. Grey and Dr. Bailey 

hurry to another patient, the last line of the chorus, “how to save a life,” transitions back into the 

foreground, but then the two tags fade slightly as the patient, who has been declining surgery 

based on her own superstitions, is momentarily appeased by Dr. Grey who lies to her, telling her 

that her boyfriend called to say he did not want her to die. At this moment, the chorus returns 

slightly fuller in volume. The patient subsequently flatlines and prompts a Code Blue, and as a 

flurry of doctors and nurses move around the patient, the final chorus continues at increasingly 

louder volumes with additional, layered vocals. Then Dr. Bailey uses the paddles to resuscitate 

her; she shocks her, yells “clear,” and the scene fades to black as the piano and drums bring the 

scene to a close on the final phrase, “Had I known how to save a life,” perhaps the most apropos 

phrase. 

As media studies scholar Ben Aslinger demonstrates, the use of this sort of music in 

shows like Grey’s Anatomy, especially for montage scenes, calls upon cultural references and 

film scoring traditions that effectively and efficiently move people emotionally.99 This particular 

sync does that and more. The song essentially functions as traditional film scoring. The moderate 

 
99 Ben Aslinger, “Rocking Prime Time: Gender, the WB, and Teen Culture,” in Teen Television: Essays On 

Programming and Fandom, ed. Sharon Marie Ross and Louisa Ellen Stein (Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, 

Inc. Publishers, 2008), 88–9. 
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tempo serves the pacing of the montage well. In general, beats correspond with cuts or 

movement on the screen, tempo aligns with—or drives forward—the motion of the scene. The 

lyric, which is clearly emotional but somewhat ambiguous directly corresponds to the topic of 

the entire episode: an increased effort to save lives after things went wrong and lives were lost 

earlier in the day. The melodic contour, which mostly consists of descending lines, mirrors the 

uncertainty and drama of the scene, essentially creating “peaks and valleys” that align with the 

drama. Slade’s voice at once sounds vulnerable and tortured, while instances of gravelly vocal 

fry appear in his delivery. The instrumentation, especially the melancholic piano and weighty 

strings, suggest deeper emotional complexity. Meanwhile, the layering of more and more 

instruments as the song progresses builds to the climax of the scene in which the patient flatlines, 

then releases tension after Dr. Bailey uses her paddles. Dynamics ebb and flow as dialogue 

comes in and out, rhythmic action increases and decreases, and overall intensity rises and falls. 

The edited structure of the song (i.e., the full song has multiple verses and different structure) 

frames the montage while reinforcing specific emotions through lyrical content and repetition. 

It is clear why Martha Sorren calls this song “perfect soundtrack fodder.”100 And 

audiences responded in similar fashion, expressing how emotionally moving the song and scene 

were in combination with each other. The song’s meaning and impact resonated with audiences, 

not just for its contribution to the montage in the episode, but also for its subsequent influence in 

their personal lives.101 It appears almost as though The Fray were in attendance at an industry 

 
100 Martha Sorren, “Every Single Time The Fray’s ‘How To Save A Life’ Made You Cry on TV,” Bustle, 

February 1, 2019, https://www.bustle.com/p/every-time-the-frays-how-to-save-a-life-was-used-to-soundtrack-your-

fave-tv-shows-15917082. 

 
101 See “How to Save a Life by The Fray,” Songfacts, accessed March 1, 2020, https://www.songfacts.  

com/facts/the-fray/how-to-save-a-life. 
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event (like the ones I described in the preceding section) and wrote down all the qualities of 

syncable music!   

Following the airing of this sync, The Fray essentially shot to stardom, rising in the charts 

and garnering international acclaim. Apparently the link between this song and Grey’s Anatomy 

was so strong that some called it “Fray’s Anatomy.”102 The resulting mainstream success for The 

Fray and the corresponding genuine support from fans of the band and of the show appear to be 

at odds with the indie community’s critique of mass culture and the intent to remain an 

“authentic alternative.”103 However, as Michael Newman suggests with reference to Joseph 

Heath and Andrew Potter’s book, Nation of Rebels: Why Counterculture Became Consumer 

Culture, elitism associated with indie sensibilities which are removed from the mainstream still 

operate within the framework of consumer capitalism.104 This placement not only generated 

increased attention to the role of the music supervisor, but also led to coalescence of trends in 

music supervision, and generated, or at the very least, revealed shifts in consumer taste. From the 

“independent music formula” that Meier discusses to the stylistic approaches that songwriters 

seeking to write specifically for sync opportunities now seek to define and perfect, the influence 

of this particular placement has had extensive reach within the field and among the players who 

participate in the supervisory chain.105 Beyond these artistic considerations, it is also worth 

examining trends in financial and legal matters of sync. 
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Financial and Legal Considerations 

 

In his L.A. Weekly response to Duniven, Golubić argues that “synch licensing is not here to save” 

artists. While Duniven laments over the “smaller and smaller paychecks” stemming from 

placements, Golubić assures him that licensing should not be perceived as a steady or substantial 

source of income: 

As the economics of the music business continue to present challenges to working 

songwriters and artists, many look to synch licensing to solve their problems. That is a 

mistake…Music supervisors deliver options—often many options—frequently culled 

from a wide variety of resources and are rarely in a position to dictate what a final choice 

of music for a scene will be. Music supervision is a collaborative art, and the artists that 

work best in our world are the ones that make the business side of things as honest and 

straightforward as possible.106 

 

Still, many songwriters absolutely do look to sync for financial opportunity. Meanwhile, 

the increased importance of licensing and broad growth in content creation, especially for 

streaming platforms (as addressed in previous chapters), influence how much studios and 

filmmakers allocate for music in their project budgets, how much supervisors are willing to pay 

for songs, and how much copyright holders hope to collect for use of musical works. These 

financial considerations ultimately may lead to lower pay for independent artists and static or 

higher pay for major artists, while creative choices may be entirely dependent upon the size of a 

project’s budget.  

Music supervisor Zach Cowie is unable to disclose detailed figures related to sync 

licensing, but he reveals that artists can be separated into the following categories: the major 

labels possess the most expensive music, major indies hold the second most expensive, “indy 

indies” cost somewhat less, followed by “artist-owned music, which is generally the cheapest to 
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secure.”107 In recent years, music budgets for most projects have decreased. Abi Leland says 

“music budgets are shrinking across the board.”108 Now a prominent music supervisor, Rossanna 

Wright shares her personal observation of this downward trend in her early experience in 

licensing: 

All the license fees have come down over the last ten years. When I was at the beginning 

of a popular reality show, season one, we had (I probably can’t disclose how much it was 

per drop), but it was a healthy amount per drop, and I just saw that amount go down—

like shrink, and shrink, and shrink, and shrink—over the next five or six seasons when I 

was still pitching for that show.109  

 

The concurrent expansion in interest in independent music has been due to creative 

aspects and financial constraints as well. Artist-owned music is often the go-to for many music 

supervisors, and dollar figures in sync offers have been decreased at the expense of artists. In 

Promotional Ubiquitous Musics: New Identities and Emerging Markets in the Digitalizing Music 

Industry, Meier illustrates that not all licensing deals are profitable, and the trend in declining 

fees yields 30-second spots that may generate $5,000 or $10,000, when a similar spot could 

generate $30,000 in the past.110 In his 2007 Forbes article, “The New Radio? More Fans Finding 

Music on TV,” Louis Hau explains that: 

TV producers might shell out upwards of $50,000 for the use of a song by an 

established artist on a major label, but can sometimes pay as little as several 

hundred dollars for the use of a song by an unknown talent. Another benefit: the 

hip cachet that comes from featuring new music.111 

 
107 Lanre Bakare, “Screen Breaks: How TV Music Supervisors Boost New Artists,” The Guardian, October 

18, 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/music/2019/oct/18/how-tv-music-supervisors-boost-new-artists. 

 
108 Jones, “Artist Development.” 

 
109 Rossanna Wright, interview with author, May 4, 2018. 

 
110 Leslie Meier, “Promotional Ubiquitous Musics: New Identities and Emerging Markets in the 

Digitalizing Music Industry (PhD diss., The University of Western Ontario, 2013), 208, ProQuest Dissertations & 

Theses Global. 

 
111 “The New Radio? More Fans Finding Music on TV,” Today, last modified July 19, 2007, 

http://www.today.com/id/19836755/ns/today-entertainment/t/new-%20radio-more-fans-finding-music-

tv/#.VURSEmb2r4l. 



 

 134 

 

Licensing income is especially limited for indie artists, who are not as well-known and 

must divide the income among members of the band, managers, the licensing company itself, 

and in some cases, even more individuals. Cuts that licensors and publishers take may even be 

increasing overall. Tunecore, for example, offers licensing and publishing services, but takes 

15% of royalties and 20% of the sync license.112 Rossanna Wright alluded to the innate 

contradiction in artists attempting to capitalize upon the increase in licensing opportunities when 

those opportunities are paying less and less: 

When I was coming up [in music supervision], it was just the beginning of bands 

breaking through TV licenses. At that time, it was more of a “chance” thing, it was not a 

given. It was not even something that you’d think about or hope for. And now it’s like 

everyone puts all their money on, “Can we get a license for that and break this band?” 

And bands need to depend on licensing income because they’re not selling records so 

much anymore…Licensing has just become a more and more important part of a band’s 

revenue stream, but the actual fees are going down.113 

 

The decrease in fees, of course, is mainly due to larger industry issues, such as smaller 

budgets for most projects, as well as the technological advancements that have led to streamed 

music essentially usurping physical sales and digital downloads and the corresponding changes 

in revenue streams (as explored in Chapter One). Music supervisor Dan Burt critiques some of 

these low-pay effects, saying, “…when people come to me with crazy ideas… we’d say, ‘No, not 

only is that really low, but it’s kind of demeaning.’ Can we use your song and give you a 

Twizzler?”114 Leland similarly argues, “People have to be aware of the compromises that are 
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made. We need to make sure that with all these greater creative opportunities, they still manage 

to be financially viable and sustainable for composers and the music industry.”115 

Perhaps one of the most vocal members of the music supervision community, Thomas 

Golubić regularly decries issues with the profession, the working relationships in the supervisory 

chain, and the increasing budgetary challenges and pay issues. Golubić is not afraid to candidly 

reflect upon issues of labor and cultural production in the studio system: 

These are big corporations…Some of the companies you deal with are a bit more 

respectful of the role music has, some are less so. It was a bummer to us all the way 

through that Sony would not loosen the purse strings [for Breaking Bad]. Even when the 

show was successful, they still didn’t. But I have to recognize they’re a corporate culture 

and they operate within certain parameters. And to be honest, most studios are not filled 

with the bravest people. None of them are going to say: “It’s important for us to make 

music a bigger thing.” They’re just going to say: “Here’s what you have, good luck.”116 

 

What is interesting is the fact that Golubić sees these conditions worsening and holds the 

studios accountable. He says “Now, the studios ultimately have the power, and they’re saying, 

screw that, you only have $20,000 to spend so…you’re going to have to shave everything 

down…the Arctic just got colder.”117 In this reflection, the music supervisor seems powerless 

against the studio giants who ultimately call the shots. This infrastructure at once calls for the 

music supervisor to be resourceful, finding a “good sync” for a reasonable price, yet reproducing 

the studios’ domination in the ever-decreasing dollar amounts in sync deals. But money is not 

always the be-all and end-all for artists. While some economic value, however minimal, might 

drive certain industry players to participate in the licensing process, economic gain is not always 

a guarantee for their production or exchange of cultural goods. Artists consider opportunity 

 
115 Jones, “Artist Development.” 

 
116 Tim Ingham, “Breaking Bad Music Boss on Soundtracks, Sync Budgets and Happy Accidents,” Music 

Week (London), March 13, 2014, https://steveleeds.wordpress.com/page/27/?pages-list. 

 
117 “Ingham, “Breaking Bad.” 



 

 136 

 

costs, and sometimes find that building cultural capital and gaining exposure is worth more than 

money. 

 Video games that make music a central part of their world, such as Grand Theft Auto and 

FIFA, are particularly influential in setting trends in the styles and genres of music that are 

placed. Ariel Gross, who founded Team Audio and Audio Mentoring, says, “If you’re an 

upcoming artist and you can get your music featured in games like these it can launch your 

career.” Meanwhile, major artists, of course, enjoy more lucrative sync deals. Sync licensing for 

video games can range in cost from two- to six-figure dollar amounts. Gross said that when he 

worked on Saints Row, “the cost of licensing the music for the second game in the series cost 

close to $1 million.” He explained, “If you want to use music that’s written by someone like 

Kanye West you can easily spend between $100,000 to $200,000 on a single track.” Pay 

disparity for artists is increasingly stark. In order to reduce costs and stay within production 

budgets, many game developers and music supervisors choose to find “soundalikes,” the same 

process by which music supervisors sidestep enormous costs for film, television, and advertising 

projects.118  

Conclusion 

The language that circulates about and among music supervisors seems to attribute prestige and 

authority based on perceived levels of creative autonomy. From popular and trade press articles 

to informal audience engagement on blogs or social media, descriptive terms that highlight the 

craftsmanship or creative skills of the profession abound. But these terms of praise that 

accentuate supervisors’ artistic abilities are also employed by those involved in sync. Members 
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of the music supervision community apply the language with regard to their own work or that of 

their peers. Individuals at all levels of the industry and public often refer to supervisors as 

“genius” or “brilliant.” Their role as “curators” and “tastemakers” is often the focal point of 

discourse. Use of these terms illustrates the spirit of classical Romanticism still at work in 

perceptions of creativity, but also suggests misconceptions about the supervisors’ work. There is 

often an apparent dismissal of supervisors’ reflections upon the nature of their work as part 

creative, part administrative. The end result is usually an oversimplified social construction of 

music supervision as an artistically autonomous endeavor. What is lost in this interpretation is 

the significance of other cultural intermediaries, as well as the function of legal and financial 

decisions in their projects. In some cases, this language could also be a strategic ploy to elevate 

the profession and therefore secure its economic stance, or to keep or force others out. 

Ultimately, this language benefits the top music supervisors potentially at the expense of those 

less established in the field. 

The misconceptions in discourse also seem to work for and against the influence some 

ascribe to supervisors for the development of trends in syncable music. While some supervisors 

deny their contribution to the evolution of musical characteristics that have coalesced to become 

syncable music, others participate in the development and circulation of those trends. A survey 

of materials by various industry players for artists seeking to compose or pitch for sync 

demonstrates standardization in recent years. While some songwriters may criticize music 

supervisors for supporting this homogenization, others welcome the opportunity for financial 

gain or mainstream exposure. It is undeniable that music supervision and the “independent music 

‘formula’” have played a part in cultivating syncable music. Indeed, Alexandra Patsavas’s use of 

“How to Save a Life” in Grey’s Anatomy seems to be the prototype. But cultural intermediaries 
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like labels, licensors, and publishers have had a hand in this as well. And the impact of financial 

and legal aspects of sync must not be overlooked. Some of these trends could be symptomatic of 

decreasing licensing fees, faster production schedules, and the need for “easy clear” music that 

works efficiently and effectively. The pervasive ideologies of neoliberal capitalism have only 

made these factors more obvious and urgent. These considerations raise other critical issues 

relevant to the field and profession, which I will continue exploring in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 3: Critical and Cultural Issues in Sync 

 

There are implicit and explicit theoretical and conceptual problems apparent in the field of 

contemporary music supervision. The overarching problematic into which these issues fall is that 

of neoliberal capitalism, and the hierarchical structures that underpin their persistence are 

fundamentally related to the concept of cultural intermediaries. Though necessary to the industry, 

intermediaries inherently stimulate and agitate power struggles already present in the industry’s 

infrastructure. These issues make it even more challenging for industry players to negotiate 

relationships and structures of power. Overall, this chapter offers an examination and evaluation 

of areas in which the field of music supervision could benefit from analysis, reflection, and 

possibly reform. 

Nomenclature and Discourse 

 

The Role and Job Title 

 On September 14, 2019, the Guild held its fifth annual State of Music in Media 

Conference. I served as a panelist for the panel titled “Industry Economics,” along with music 

supervisor Michael Turner, Professor Jason E. Squires of the University of Southern California 

(USC), and music licensor Kristina Benson, who served as the moderator.1 Following a detailed 

presentation that Benson built and to which I contributed, there was a memorable question and 

answer session. There was one particular set of questions that Benson posed which sparked some 

tense, albeit fascinating, discussion. She presented several different scenarios and asked if, in 

each of the scenarios, the person completing the particular tasks she described should be credited 

as, or even considered, “music supervisor.” The first and the third were somewhat easier to 

 
1 “Daniel Lanois, Neil Portnow Among Speakers at Guild of Music Supervisors Conference,” Variety, last 

modified September 4, 2019, https://variety.com/2019/music/news/guild-of-music-supervisors-conference-program-
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answer affirmatively. But her second scenario, which essentially described somebody 

recommending songs for sync, but not participating at all in the clearance process, seemed 

obvious to me. While the other panelists gave somewhat moderate responses, I simply said, “no,” 

plain and simple. I remember seeing some faces respond in shock to my answer, and I thought, 

“oh no, I’ve really done it this time!” But a little later I clarified my response. I believe that such 

forms of involvement should be credited with some other title, perhaps “music consultant” or 

“music advisor,” but not “music supervisor,” or the meaning of the title might become moot.   

 One of the many ambiguities in this field and profession, and one that the Guild has tried 

to resolve, is consolidating a clear definition of the title and function of “music supervisor.” 

Because of varying requirements based on different forms of media, someone hired as “music 

supervisor” for one project might actually complete very different tasks for another. Defining a 

clear job description for the title has proven to be nearly impossible. Former president of the 

Guild, John Houlihan, whose credits include Jojo Rabbit (2019), Bohemian Rhapsody (2018), 

and Deadpool (2016), among others, explains: 

I do not think there is a lack of respect for music supervisors, but there is a good deal of 

confusion about what we do…It is a complex job that overlaps into many other areas of 

the process in creating a piece of media, and not every project is budgeted properly to be 

able to hire a music supervisor.2 

 

Robin Kaye, music supervisor for American Idol and current vice president of the Guild, agrees, 

indicating that “the general public assumes that music supervision is a glamorous and exciting 

job—being paid to work with one of everyone’s favorite pastimes, music, with film and 

television,” but she says even though a good “rule of thumb” is to allocate 10% of the total 

production’s budget to music, it is often much less than that. She explains how “music is usually 

 
2 Jonny Coleman, “Does Hollywood Understand What Music Supervision Is?,” LA Weekly, September 18, 

2015, http://www.laweekly.com/music/does-hollywood-understand-what-music-supervision-is-6046842. 
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the very last thing that happens, and sometimes there is not enough budget left to fill all the 

music needs,” but supervisors “are often expected to work fast and pull miracles creatively and 

financially to complete the project.”3   

Similarly, Thomas Golubić, who recently completed his term as president of the Guild, 

states, “Successful music supervisors use budget limitations as a creative opportunity and, 

through their experience and ingenuity, articulate and navigate a path that best serves a project 

within the existing budgetary constraints. We try to do a lot, often with very little.”4 Golubić at 

once suggests that everybody wants to be a music supervisor because of the appeal, yet few 

understand the role: “It’s like when I used to DJ and you had to explain what DJ-ing was, and 

then everybody got it…Now, music supervision is like that—it’s kind of a sexy job. But it’s not 

an easy job. People don’t know what we do and the complexity of it, and that’s on us.”5 On 

behalf of the Guild, it seems, Golubić accepts responsibility for seeking to define the title and 

communicate a unified message about the tasks and duties a music supervisor performs, and he 

uses his influence within the Guild to champion this cause. 

The Guild has a rather lengthy, all-encompassing definition and description of key 

responsibilities on their website (see Figure 3.1).6 Based on this definition, my response to 

Benson’s second scenario seems correct, since the person who simply selects the music and who 

is not involved in any stage of the clearance process presumably has no licensing knowledge and 

 
3 Coleman, “Does Hollywood Understand.” 

 
4 Coleman, “Does Hollywood Understand.” 

 
5 Chris Willman, “Variety’s Music for Screens Summit Tackles Diversity, Pay and Awards Contention,” 

Variety, October 31, 2018, https://variety.com/2018/music/news/variety-music-for-screens-summit-recap-

1203015784/. 

 
6 “What Is a Music Supervisor?” Guild of Music Supervisors, accessed February 23, 2018, 

https://www.guildofmusicsupervisors.com/what-is-a-music-supervisor. 
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would not participate in completing any of the negotiations, paperwork, cue sheets, etc. It seems 

that one of the factors inhibiting this definition from really being applied to the title and 

considered when crediting individuals for their work is pure ego. Now that there is prestige tied 

to the title of “music supervisor,” as well as an increasing number of awards for which members 

of the profession are voting members and eligible recipients, more and more people want to get 

their name in the game.  

            
 

Definition/Role of Music Supervisor 

 

A qualified professional who oversees all music related aspects of film, television, advertising, 

video games and any other existing or emerging visual media platforms as required. 

 

 

In addition: 

The Music Supervisor must possess a comprehensive knowledge of how music impacts the visual 

medium.  The Music Supervisor works with the key decision makers and/or designated creative 

team to collectively determine the musical vision, tone and style that best suits the project. 

  

The Music Supervisor provides professional quality service that combines creative, technical and 

management expertise with relevant proven experience. This specialized combination of 

diversified knowledge and unique skills is integrated into all stages of development, pre-

production, production, post-production, delivery and strategic marketing of the project with 

regard to all music related elements. 

 

 

Music Supervisor Responsibilities include but are not limited to: 

1.  Identify, secure, and collaborate with any and all music related talent, which includes 

composers, songwriters, recording artists, on-camera performers, musicians, orchestrators, 

arrangers, copyists, contractors, music producers, engineers, etc.: liaise and negotiate with talent 

representation, including legal, label, talent management, agency, business management, etc. 

  

2.  Liaise and effectively communicate with other related and involved professionals & support 

staff, i.e. directorial, production, editorial, sound (production & post), camera, choreography, 

studio & network executives, advertising agencies, clients, label executives, game designers, 

distributors and cross-promotional marketing partners. 

  

3.  Possess an accurate knowledge of all costs associated with delivery of music elements. 

Determine and advise on financial needs of project and generate realistic budget with respect to 

all music related costs. Deliver all required music elements within the established budgetary 

parameters. 

  

4.  Advise on feasibility of schedule based on release, broadcast, campaign or product delivery. 

Deliver all music elements consistent with specific technical requirements. Manage and/or secure 
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legal rights of new and existing recordings, clearances of Synchronization and Master use 

licenses of pre-existing music, credits, cue sheets, etc. within scheduling parameters. 

  

5.  Determine the viability of, creation of and securing exposure or distribution of any music 

related ancillary product, i.e. soundtrack, single, video, internet downloads, etc. for the purpose of 

promotion or additional revenue streams. 

              

 

Figure 3.1: Definition of “Music Supervisor” by the Guild of Music Supervisors7 

 

 Another factor contributing to the difficulty in pinning down a clear definition of the job 

and clarifying who should be eligible or ineligible to be credited as music supervisor is simply 

the extensive complexity of the job, especially from project to project, and even more so in the 

different arenas of film versus television versus advertising versus video games versus new 

media. Depending on the project’s medium, the tasks required of the music supervisor might 

vary drastically. Amanda Krieg Thomas reveals some of this complexity: 

There really is a lot of mystery about it. Basically a music supervisor oversees all musical 

elements on a show, and that can change wildly from show to show: pitching song ideas 

for certain scenes, helping to hire a composer and working with that composer, clearing 

the rights to all the songs, creating recordings for on-camera performances. Certain shows 

include all of those things, other shows include only one or two of those things.8 

 

Because a music supervisor’s involvement will fluctuate based on the project, production 

team, and medium, some resources communicate conflicting information based on broad 

generalizations. In the Lawyers Rock article, “Music Supervisors for Independent Film and TV,” 

for example, the author begins the article by stating, “This week’s post is about the people who 

choose the music that you hear in your favorite TV shows and films…Music Supervisors.” 

Shortly thereafter, the author writes, “the Music Supervisor’s role is to clear the necessary rights 

 
7 Guild of Music Supervisors, “What Is a Music Supervisor?” 

 
8 Nina Metz, “What Does a Music Supervisor Do? Northwestern Alum Talks ‘Pose,’ ‘Claws,’ ‘The 

Americans,’” Chicago Tribune, July 31, 2019, https://www.chicagotribune.com/entertainment/tv/ct-ent-pose-claws-

music-supervisor-0802-20190731-oopn3bliqbet5pctcew4bepfuu-story.html. 
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to the music desired, for the use by a Production Company within a designated budget,” later 

explaining that music supervisors “are rarely given the final decision-making power, but they 

usually have the autonomy to select a short list for the specific music they think fits a scene 

based on criteria set by the Production Company, Director, or, in some cases, the Studio or 

Network.”9 So in just a couple of paragraphs, a music supervisor is the person who selects the 

music, only later to be someone who provides options to the production team. While none of 

these definitions is outright wrong, they combine to convey a convoluted job description, 

spanning from one spectrum to the other, then finding a happy medium. The portion that places 

the supervisor in a web of relationships responsible for sync is perhaps the most accurate 

description. But is this description not as attractive as the introductory text the author employs to 

grab the reader’s attention at the start? As a result of conflicting, or in some cases misleading, 

information, people walk away from an article thinking that all supervisors choose music or do a 

particular thing the author describes. How-to books are guilty of the same or very similar issues. 

One potential consequence of nebulous nomenclature and a misunderstanding of the term 

“music supervisor” is an unnecessarily complex description of the role, which in turn limits 

standardization among industry members and organizations, consequently making the 

community more difficult to support and the profession more challenging to advance. 

Furthermore, misunderstanding of the role can limit music supervisors’ eligibility or inclusion in 

industry award categories or other forms of already standardized recognition. But members of 

the press and authors of simple how-to-become-a-music-supervisor guides are not the only ones 

contributing to the delayed standardization of the description and title. Music supervisors 

themselves are contributing to these conditions as well.  

 
9 Richard B. Jefferson, “Music Supervisors for Independent Film and TV,” Lawyers Rock, last modified 

April 20, 2014, https://www.lawyersrock.com/music-supervisor. 
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For example, music supervisor Ryan Svendsen states, “Anyone who’s added music to 

their Instagram story has acted as a music supervisor.”10 I am positive that this phrase would 

infuriate certain members of the Guild. While some members might brush off this remark as an 

overstatement intended to build rapport with those outside of the profession, there is a distinct 

population that would argue that Svendsen’s comment dramatically reduces the role, stripping it 

of the diverse and honed skillset the position requires. He then proceeds to give conflicting 

information about what being a supervisor entails. First, he mentions everyone who synchronizes 

music to their Instagram posts is a music supervisor, but shortly after states:  

Every time I watch a film now or I see a commercial and I hear a song in it, I can’t help 

but to analyze and wonder how much that costs to put there, or what went into it…It’s a 

lot that goes behind it, people aren’t just behind the scenes throwing a song to it. There’s 

so many intricacies that have to go into it.11 

 

Svendsen made these remarks in connection with a panel intended for students seeking to 

learn more about the music supervision industry at UCLA. He continued with overstatements 

and generalizations: “All aspiring music supervisors begin as assistants and interns, so it’s 

important for students to set out and pay their dues.”12 This notion of “paying one’s dues” has 

become a sort of standard for entertainment industry professions, but in music supervision, this 

career trajectory has not been the case for most, as I will illustrate below. In fact, some music 

supervisors entirely bypassed intern and assistant positions to fill the role. 

Some music supervisors might find other descriptions of the position on blogs or even in 

curriculum somewhat more accurate. This one, for instance, first indicates that the role is 

 
10 Alyssa Wheeler, “Music Supervisor to Discuss Business Side of Sound in Film and TV Production,” The 

Daily Bruin, January 28, 2020, https://dailybruin.com/2020/01/28/music-supervisor-to-discuss-business-side-of-

sound-in-film-and-tv-production/. 

 
11 Wheeler, “Music Supervisor to Discuss Business Side.” 

 
12 Wheeler, “Music Supervisor to Discuss Business Side.” 
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business-heavy, then closes with an emphasis on having a creative voice and “shaping the 

storylines”:  

Though it’s a business-heavy role, demanding attention to detail, a high interpersonal 

skill level, contract-negotiating knowledge, ingenuity, and multitasking at a fast pace, 

music supervision is exploding. If you’re able to keep up with the demands, this job is 

extremely rewarding. Major television and film companies are looking for fresh talent 

with each new release of pilot episodes and emerging feature films, and you’ll be among 

the team of creative minds shaping the storylines.13 

 

Other career blogs adequately make distinctions among the different types of music 

supervision paths an aspiring supervisor can take (e.g., film, television, video games, advertising, 

new media, etc.). This description of a music supervisor’s role for trailers, for example, outlines 

critical differences in the nature of the work: 

Working with music in film, television, and trailers may sound like an enticing job that 

doesn’t require much more than having great sensibilities, [but] it’s actually quite 

involved and specialized. There are different types of music coordinator and supervisor 

positions, and the duties are similar even if the vehicles are different. The job of trailer 

supervision gives a succinct glimpse of the process of securing music. 

 

Unlike placing music for longer form footage, trailer music supervision specifically picks 

the music for movie trailers. Unlike movie and TV productions, however, studios 

typically hire two or three trailer houses and have them compete for music placement, 

which requires them to pick music, edit cuts and present a draft. 

 

From there, the process is similar. Supervisors scan scripts to spot where music would fit, 

put together budgets and cue sheets, which detail all of the music for the project, and then 

work on securing licenses for the individual music, pulling from pre-existing libraries and 

working directly with composers, commissioning them to create new music.14 

 

As specific types of music supervision roles are defined as such, and as the field and profession 

continue to see consolidation, I believe the industry will get closer to establishing a clearer 

 
13 Caleb Hsu, “Top 7 Music Industry Careers to Consider in 2016,” Hypebot, last modified January 8, 2016, 

https://www.hypebot.com/hypebot/2016/01/top-7-music-industry-careers-to-consider-in-2016.html. 

 
14 Dawn Rosenberg McKay, “Entertainment Careers: Comparing a Variety of Occupations,” The Balance 

Careers, updated September 11, 2019, https://www.thebalancecareers.com/dont-need-film-school-1283489. 



 

 147 

 

definition of the role and a strong solidification of the title and common usage. However, the 

cultural cachet the title holds will likely facilitate its continued misuse. 

Creativity versus Business Acumen 
 

 While there are, indeed, supervisors who develop and expand their library of musical 

knowledge, genres, and styles, the ubiquitous hyperbole concerning music supervisor’s musical 

memory, adeptness at listening to and consuming music, and identifying what is trendy can raise 

some issues. In spite of the general consensus that the creative side of music supervision 

accounts for only a small percentage of a music supervisor’s workload, it is this facet of their 

work that is most frequently celebrated. In fact, even in scholarship, which more accurately tends 

to demonstrate the smaller role the creative side plays, such as Bethany Klein and Leslie M. 

Meier’s contribution to The Routledge Companion to Screen Music and Sound, we see emphasis 

on this word “tastemaker,” as well as references to the supervisor as “curator.” Still, Klein 

indicates that the “creative role can be secondary to other tasks.” P.J. Bloom says, “While the 

creative aspect of what I do is certainly the most fun and most exciting, ... it’s probably only 20% 

of my work.”15 Interestingly, others give the exact or very similar figures. Amanda Krieg 

Thomas reveals, “I would say it’s 20% creative and 80% logistics. Many of my days are spent 

not doing any creative listening at all, I’m just sending emails and trying to clear songs.”16 

Michael Perlmutter agrees, indicating the job is “20% creative and 80% administrative.”17 Lynn 

 
15 Bethany Klein and Leslie M. Meier, “In Sync? Music Supervisors, Music Placement Practices,  

and Industrial Change,” in The Routledge Companion to Screen Music and Sound, ed. Miguel Mera, Ronald Sadoff, 

and Ben Winters (Abingdon, UK: Routledge, 2017), 286. 

 
16 Metz, “What Does a Music Supervisor Do?” 

 
17 Pigeons and Planes, “Inside Track: Demystifying Music Supervision,” Complex, October 1, 2015, 

https://www.complex.com/pigeons-and-planes/2015/10/music-supervisor. 
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Fainchten gives a similar breakdown: “I would say 70% of the time is about dealing with legal 

issues and 30% is devoted to listening to music.”18 

As discussed in Chapter Two, members of the press and media are guilty of building 

misconceptions around the creative side of the position, often employing words like “genius” or 

“brilliant.” In personal interviews, I asked several supervisors if they thought their work was 

mostly creative, mostly business, or a combination of both. Not surprisingly, responses tracked 

on a spectrum of sorts, with some music supervisors suggesting that most of what they do is 

creative in some form or fashion, some proposing an almost equal balance of creativity and 

business acumen, and some claiming that what they do is not really creative at all! Thomas 

Golubić, for example, explained that the business side of things supports his creative endeavors: 

…To me, my primary interest in the field is the creative process. I view the business 

process as, essentially something that allows my creative ideas to survive. If I’m not good 

a licensing, if I don’t have relationships with different publishers, and managers, and 

artists—if they’re not aware of the work that I do, or recognize the integrity of what I do, 

it makes it very difficult for me to let my creative ideas survive. So, in many ways, 

they’re totally dependent upon each other.19 

 

Amanda Krieg Thomas similarly explains that learning the business side ultimately gave 

her the opportunity to explore the more creative aspects of the role: 

While good musical taste is certainly a job requirement, it is by no means the most 

important skill a music supervisor needs to be truly great. You need to know how to clear 

a song, how to negotiate, how to draft a license, and not only how to keep track of all that 

paperwork, but translate the important information to the entire production team—while 

still keeping everyone happy.20 

 

 
18 Miriam Garcia, “On Starting by Accident and Learning on the Run,” The Creative Independent, last 

modified May 31, 2019, https://thecreativeindependent.com/people/music-supervisor-lynn-fainchtein-on-starting-

by-accident-and-learning-on-the-run/. 

 
19 Thomas Golubić, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 

 
20 Metz, “What Does a Music Supervisor Do?” 
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While she acknowledges that immensely deep knowledge of music and genres is not necessary, 

she does indicate the significance of creatively crafting a story: 

I’ve always loved music but I’ve never been an encyclopedia of music and I’ve never 

been able to identify bands before they break. You do need to know a lot about music, 

but you also need to know a lot about storytelling and you’re using music to tell a story. 

What would a character listen to? What conveys the emotional underscore of this 

moment? And that clicked for me—that I can do.21 

 

Lynn Fainchten speaks to the same issues when giving advice to aspiring music supervisors: 

 

You have to know about music that is different—it doesn’t help that you know a lot about 

indie rock and that you think that what makes you special is that you know the cool bands 

that nobody knows. That doesn’t help. You need contacts and you need to know about 

the industry in order to know what to suggest.22 

 

When I spoke with music supervisor Michael Welsh, who has had a successful career in 

advertising spanning decades with clients like Gap, we reflected on the fact that the music 

supervisors who are the “personalities” of the profession garner the most media attention, and 

perhaps this leads to the misconception that creativity determines a music supervisor’s success. 

Welsh said, “The media doesn’t know how to sell a businessperson. That’s not sexy to 

them…It’s easier to sell [the personality] as opposed to the guy who’s clearing the songs.” He 

continued, “I don’t think it’s a creative job at all. I mean, I have friends who go, ‘yeah, I’m in 

creative.’ Well, you’re picking songs, you’re not writing the f***ing songs!”23 

Welsh suggests a divide in the way creativity is perceived that is directly tied to the 

medium of the project. While he understands the emphasis on creativity for music supervision 

for film and television, he sees it as less important for music in advertising: 

Especially in movies, not so much commercials, because people don’t care who did the 

music supervision in a commercial, but they do in a TV show or movie…And that 

 
21 Metz, “What Does a Music Supervisor Do?” 

 
22 Garcia, “On Starting by Accident.” 

 
23 Michael Welsh, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 



 

 150 

 

becomes kind of a mystique, and you’ve got to have these bands around you, you’ve got 

to have concerts at your house, and that’s great, you know, but it’s a hype thing that I just 

have never had much interest in.24 

 

As David Hesmondhalgh demonstrates, cultural industries—and I would extend the 

argument to trade press and media more generally—tend to highlight creativity over technical 

aspects of a process or technical positions, not to suggest that technical skills and players do not 

have “considerable creative input,” but more so to demonstrate “that symbol creators are crucial 

to determining the final outcomes and they have a central place in fantasies and beliefs about 

what ‘good work’ might involve in modern capitalism.”25 So how do such fantasies contribute to 

the widely held misconceptions of music supervision as a field and profession? These factors 

plausibly contribute to the economics of the job. They certainly influence employment as well, as 

job descriptions and perceptions rely on widely circulated information.  

Economics, Employment, and Ethics 

The day following the Guild’s fifth annual State of Music in Media Conference, Variety 

published an article which poses the following question to Thomas Golubić: “What is the biggest 

challenge facing music supervisors today?” Golubić responds: 

Economics. The economics of the job don’t work for us anymore. We’re not paid 

enough. We have to be spread so thin on projects. The production schedules, especially in 

television, are getting longer and longer, but we’re paid by episode. So what used to be 

six months is now a year. And in that window if you have to hire people, you’re now 

paying those people out in that time period — but you have the same rate. All the studios 

are squashing the rates. They’re making us settle for less and less. I’m getting paid less 

now than I was in 1999.26 

 

 
24 Michael Welsh, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 

 
25 David Hesmondhalgh, The Cultural Industries, 3rd ed. (London: SAGE, 2013), 82. 

 
26 James Patrick Herman, “Guild of Music Supervisors President: ‘The Economics of the Job Don’t Work 

Anymore,’” Variety, September 16, 2019, https://variety.com/2019/music/news/music-supervisors-economics-guild-

conference-1203338313/. 
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Perhaps because of his prominent position in the field, Golubić can openly address these 

concerns from a public platform. But others do not feel positioned to do so, as I ascertained from 

a few of my interlocutors. But thanks to the empowerment the Guild of Music Supervisors has 

worked to achieve for its members as a community (i.e., “strength in numbers”), others are 

becoming more vocal, addressing issues of pay in more public settings. Amanda Krieg Thomas, 

for instance writes in a blogpost: 

Music supervision is not one of the most profitable careers in Hollywood. We are paid 

significantly less than writers, producers, editors, composers....I could keep going. At the 

time of writing this, fees aren’t going up, even for those who are well-established. 

Fortunately that is one thing the Guild of Music Supervisors is working to change. Still, if 

you enter this field looking for an early retirement you may be disappointed.27 

 

Kristina Benson, in providing her insights on pay for music coordinators, music directors, 

and music licensors, conveyed that the turnover rate, lack of transparency, and commission-

based nature of the pay in many positions can be problematic.28 I also spoke to someone who 

works in music clearance and would like to remain anonymous potentially because of the less 

than glowing reflections on pay for their position: 

I don’t think I get paid enough. I think I should be getting paid double for how hard we 

work every single day. It’s insane. I’m fully exhausted every day. Like, even just taking 

an hour lunch right now is insane; I never go outside because there’s just so much to do 

all the time…I think it’s just the industry itself…at [my previous employer] the starting 

wage was $13 an hour. That’s insane! No one can live off that, except for rich, white kids 

whose family are paying for them, and that’s who works there. So you’re kind of 

breeding this monstrous cycle…29 

 

Besides the obvious and still socially acceptable entertainment industry norms of 

nepotism, long hours, and low pay, music supervision opportunities are relatively scarce in 

 
27 “So You Want To Be A Music Supervisor...,” Yay Team, last modified July 15, 2020, 

https://www.yayteaminc.com/blog/2020/7/14/so-you-want-to-be-a-music-supervisor-h4smn. 

 
28 Kristina Benson, interview with author, March 6, 2020. 

 
29 Anonymous interview with author, March 3, 2020. 
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supply and high in demand. This puts students, young professionals, and aspiring music 

supervisors of any age at a disadvantage. Some high-profile supervisors offer quarter, semester, 

or six- to twelve-month part-time or full-time internships without pay or benefits. Similarly, most 

part-time internships for music supervision or publishing companies are unpaid—typically for-

credit—positions (including mine). This results in a field that is not very welcoming to older 

individuals—particularly women with children—seeking to break into the profession somewhat 

later in life. Positions like these seem best suited for young individuals who are still pursuing 

undergraduate degrees or recent graduates under the age of 26 who still have access to their 

parents’ health insurance, thus reinforcing “youth bias” inherent in the cultural industries.30  

Naturally, other candidates for these unpaid positions are individuals from a particular 

socioeconomic background that provides them the luxury of working without pay or benefits. 

Some individuals who are now music supervisors were in the position to take considerable “time 

off” to secure a job in the field. As a result, what we see in the industry is a dominantly white, 

middle- to upper-class demographic unfazed by the limitations associated with the economics of 

the field and these positions specifically. For those with lower socioeconomic standing, holding 

multiple jobs is a typical occurrence, since they are either providing free labor in at least one of 

their roles, or just barely making enough to subsist. Studies have consistently found this to be the 

norm in most creative labor fields, and it appears to be the case in sync.31 

 I am not suggesting that these unpaid internships are unique. Major studios have offered 

internships like this for years, and they continue to do so. In fact, most corporate internships are 

 
30 See Graham Murdoch, “Back to Work: Cultural Labor in Altered Times,” in Cultural Work: 

Understanding the Cultural Industries, ed. Andrew Beck (New York and London: Routledge, 2003), 31. 

 
31 See Mark Banks and David Hesmondhalgh, “Looking for Work in Creative Industries Policy,” 

International Journal of Cultural Policy 15, no. 4 (2009): 420, https://doi.org/10.1080/10286630902923323. 
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unpaid. And these internships are not inherently malicious. Students and young aspiring 

professionals elect to engage in them because of the potential career and networking 

opportunities, not to mention the educational value the experience yields. What I am suggesting, 

however, is that this field within the entertainment industry, which is already male-dominated 

and generally run by members of the dominant class, is setting itself up for more of the same. 

Beyond internships, most entry-level positions are underpaid, and many individuals are 

systematically overworked. Many coordinator positions earn minimum wage or just above, work 

through lunch, and, because of the nature of the business, start later and end later in the day, 

preventing the possibility of getting a second job to help make ends meet.32 Moreover, these 

individuals are sometimes hired as independent contractors, so health insurance and benefits are 

not provided. These working conditions contribute to high turnover rates in the field, yet there is 

constantly a “pool of reserve labor,” which gives the upper hand to the employer, not the 

employee.33 

  Discourse related to these issues in public settings is interesting. At Guild events, 

individuals in positions of power decry the low-figure music budgets, claiming that it makes it 

nearly impossible for them to make a living, yet they continue accepting projects in spite of their 

already limited time and exhausting workload, thus requiring them to outsource their work to 

assistants or coordinators, to whom they, in turn, pay low hourly wages, sometimes without 

benefits or insurance. Thus, the cycle continues, and it seems to be spiraling out of control—in 

other areas of the entertainment industry as well. Most independent music supervisors cannot 

 
32 Anonymous communication with author. 

 
33 See Gillian Ursell, “Television Production: Issues of Exploitation, Commodification and Subjectivity in 

UK Television Labour Markets,” Media, Culture & Society 22, no. 6 (November 2000): 815, https://doi.org/ 

10.1177/016344300022006006. 
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easily turn down work; they not only need the money projects provide, but they are likely 

extremely aware of the many individuals standing in line for the same opportunities.  

When I spoke with Golubić, he mentioned that, based on his experience, music 

supervisors cannot sustain growth when working alone. The simple fact that they cannot be in 

two places at once contributes to this, but so do lengthier production schedules and the increased 

demand for the tasks associated with music supervision. Golubić referred to a type of 

“stretching” that is happening among the music supervision community, which calls for more 

players to join the field. I asked him how this “stretching” affects others in the community as 

well, such as coordinators, and he suggested that these problems extend to newly hired members 

of a music supervisor’s team: 

…that’s sort of the economic stretch supervisors go through. And then of course we have 

a new set of problems that, if you have a team, you now have to make sure that you have 

an office or space that they can work out of. They have expenses if you bring them on 

payroll, you have payroll expenses, and that adds to now having to look into workers’ 

compensation, vacation pay, all the different benefits that come from that. So it becomes 

very expensive very quickly which means that, in a strange way, if you add more people 

you have more expenses, which means you need to take on more projects, which means 

you have to be more effective at distributing the labor internally in a smart way and 

keeping morale high, and keeping everybody focused. And that is a perpetual struggle 

that makes it very difficult. Then again, it comes right back down on the same issue, 

which is that supervisors are not paid properly for their work.34  

 

 Indeed, music supervision is now facing what other sectors of the industry’s labor force 

have faced—and in some instances, continue to face—in recent years. Labor of visual effects 

workers, for instance, is in constantly high demand, yet since they lack the power of collective 

bargaining and industry standardization, their budget allocations suffer, often sinking into 

afterthought.35 Such problems raise questions related to moral reasoning and personal values. At 

 
34 Thomas Golubić, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 

 
35 Coleman, “Does Hollywood Understand.” 
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what point does a music supervisor choose to engage or stop engagement in industry activities 

once they perceive the moral issues, and what are the implications of such actions? Is it even 

necessary for them to think these things through in relation to their expressions of creativity and 

entrepreneurship?  

Perhaps some music supervisors persist, knowing that the aspiring professionals are 

willing participants. Maybe they feel validated by offering an opportunity to someone desperate 

to gain experience and industry connections.36 Perhaps it is a convoluted mixture of all of these 

factors and more. As economic theorists have suggested, everyone is complicit in contributing to 

and participating in the many incongruities of the neoliberal setting in which we live and operate. 

On one hand, music supervisors and those working in related fields understand and even name 

the issues they face in the industry, but on the other hand, their own actions exacerbate those 

issues. These seemingly contradictory actions often work at odds against each other, while 

creativity can succumb to neoliberal ideologies at work in the marketplace. 

 Ultimately, the need to earn more money while not paying enough money to those “on 

one’s team” is a symptom of the neoliberal environment in which music supervisors work. (In 

fact, under neoliberalism, there are no teams, only entrepreneurs and the human resources they 

exploit for profit.) Harvey puts the contradiction sharply back in 2005, about the time Alexandra 

Patsavas was breaking through with Grey’s Anatomy:  

The widening gap between rhetoric (for the benefit of all) and realization (the benefit of a 

small ruling class) is now all too visible. The idea that the market is about competition 

and fairness is increasingly negated by the fact of the extraordinary monopolization, 

centralization, and internationalization of corporate and financial power.”37 

 
36 Perhaps the reasoning behind such decisions is thus utilitarian in nature. See Andrew Gustafson, “In 

Defense of a Utilitarian Business Ethic,” Business and Society Review 118, no. 3 (September 2013): 325–360, 

https://search.proquest.com/docview/1494749587. 

 
37 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 203. 
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The result is self-exploitation and freedom to pursue entrepreneurial activity. A study of 

household surveys in the United Kingdom reveals that entrepreneurs who possessed more capital 

saw greater levels of income and interpreted their work as self-employment. On the other hand, 

entrepreneurs with less capital and less income perceived their work as self-exploitation.38 This 

aligns well with my research on nodes in the supervisory chain, in which numerous industry 

players participate in or contribute either at their own expense (self-exploitation), or to their 

benefit (entrepreneurship). Entrepreneurial activity is at the heart of the regimes of value in the 

creation and exchange of music within the neoliberal music industry. As opposed to the success 

and failure of the individual, once determined by class distinctions inherent in capitalism, in a 

neoliberal context, as David Harvey suggests, “each individual is held responsible and 

accountable for his or her own actions and well-being,” resulting in the understanding of 

“success or failure” based on “entrepreneurial virtues” and investments “in one’s own human 

capital through education.”39 Each industry player, though, has a different approach to and 

measurement for entrepreneurial value. More and more music supervisors are overworked, 

taking on too many projects in recognition that their workload is unstable, or launching their own 

record labels and participating in conferences to provide and/or seek advice. Coordinators and 

assistants work for supervisors for free in the form of internships, or for very little money, often 

working full-time jobs for minimum wage or slightly more. Thus the cycle continues: labor 

forces pursue the work while at the same time disapproving of its pay and reifying the problems 

they experience by offering the same to others. 

 
38 Andrew Atherton et al., “Self-exploitation or Successful Entrepreneurship? The Effects of Personal 

Capital on Variable Outcomes from Self-employment,” Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development 25, 

no. 6 (November 2018): 866–885, https://doi.org/10.1108/JSBED-02-2018-0048. 

 
39 Harvey, A Brief History, 65. 
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 Beyond their position as music supervisor, some individuals choose to diversify in order 

to increase their income. This, of course, brings its own set of questions related to the ethics of 

doing business. When Thomas Golubić alluded to “unethical behavior” in the industry during my 

interview with him, I asked him to elaborate, but he first prefaced his answer: 

I think that it’s difficult because, in a sense, I’m President of the Guild, which means that 

I’m in a position where I have to be both empathetic and sensitive towards the needs of 

the community as a whole. So, where I used to probably be a little more on a high horse, 

I’m now looking at it much more from a pragmatic problem-solving perspective.40  

 

This response is indicative of the tightrope it seems many in the field walk. Remaining 

tightlipped means one is less likely to burn important bridges, and in a profession in which a 

large professional network proves critical, the tendency to keep quiet instead of voicing concerns 

becomes more apparent.  

As Golubić continued, I discerned a careful tone when he talked about actions that could 

be “perceived” as conflicts of interest: 

…I think that ultimately any time a music supervisor is put in a position where they have 

to find another source of revenue in order to make a living, and they’re working over full-

time, which most of us are, or they’re trying to support a small team, which some of us 

are trying to do, if that becomes almost an impossibility simply because the economics of 

the job are not working in your favor, it leads to other business being developed.  

 

Golubić’s response could illustrate the tendency for some music supervisors to feel justified in 

pursuing these schemes simply because of oppressive financial conditions or limited pay of the 

profession. But this sentiment is not held by all supervisors. Some supervisors I interviewed were 

visibly upset by the conflicts of interest they have seen in their colleagues’ practices. 

Business schemes that could represent conflicts of interest for music supervisors include 

launching their own licensing ventures or placing compositions for which they hold the 

copyright and therefore benefit financially. A number of supervisors do this, and Golubić feels 

 
40 Thomas Golubić, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 
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the inadequate transparency pervading music supervision is one of the things that make it 

possible. He also believes it is difficult to clearly distinguish what is right versus what is wrong. 

He mentioned the role the Guild would need to play in outlining acceptable practices, suggesting 

this would need to be approached on a case-by-case basis. This situation will only become more 

prevalent, since, as Golubić explains, many top supervisors “don’t make most of their living 

from music supervision; they make their living from either a side business, or another 

component, or another consultancy,” which causes him to ask, “is there true transparency in the 

financial interest they have in music placement?”41  

But the case-by-case approach that Golubić proposes is not sustainable and could 

exacerbate the pursuit of these opportunities. Ultimately, the “conflicts of interest” that Golubić 

describes appear in multifarious ways in the supervisory chain and apply to various members of 

the field. Music supervisors say they are affected by the economics of the industry, and some do 

choose questionable paths to increase their income. Yet the Guild has tiptoed around the issues 

hoping not to sow discord among its members. These are sensitive topics for sure, but 

postponing critical discussion of these matters is both harmful to members of the field and 

deleterious to the reputation of the profession.  

It seems the UK and European chapter of The Guild of Music Supervisors has made 

much more progress in clearly communicating reproach for such conflicts of interest. In fact, 

they provide an extensive list of acceptable and unacceptable behavior in the “Code of Practice,” 

which sets forth guidelines related to the following: integrity, independence, transparency, 

negotiating, authority, and feedback and communication. This code specifically states that music 

supervisors should not “take a commission from both the licensor and licensee on any license 

 
41 Thomas Golubić, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 
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negotiation or try and make any kind of secret profit,” and urges supervisors to “act in [their] 

client’s best interests and always disclose any conflict of interest (or potential conflict of 

interest.” Furthermore, the code advises supervisors to: 

Declare from the initiation of an enquiry with a RH [rights holder], if you have genuine 

or direct relationships with one of their signed artists, writers or composers or any 

personal financial interest and disclose any conflict of interest or potential conflict. This 

way you can work transparently to help achieve a successful outcome.42 

 

The Guild in California could work toward creating a similar code of practices in order to 

move forward with transparency and ethical conduct in the profession. When I asked music 

licensor Kristina Benson if this would be useful to her, she expressed a favorable opinion, 

indicating how it could help level the playing field. She also said it would be helpful in 

identifying standard practices with respect to fees: 

There are supervisors who…demand to take a writing cut of everything they place. And 

it’s unfair to the writer. It’s unfair to their client who doesn’t know they’re paying them 

twice. And I think it can depress wages for everybody else, because you can be like, 

“Well, how is so and so living on this income? I don’t understand.” Well, it turns out that 

they’re demanding a writing cut for everything they place. And I don’t know, maybe 

that’s okay, maybe that’s normal. But if it is, put it in the dues.43 

 

An overall increase in transparency would help multiple players operating in the field of music 

supervision, and it could actually benefit the profession in the long run, potentially improving fee 

structures, alleviating the decline or stagnation of pay, and curtailing activities that constitute 

conflicts of interest.  

 
42 “Code of Practice: Recommended Guidelines,” Guild of Music Supervisors UK, last modified May 19, 

2020, https://www.guildofmusicsupervisors.co.uk/code-of-practice-recommended-guidelines/. 

 
43 Kristina Benson, interview with author, March 6, 2020. 
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Gender Representation  

Compared to men, women in artistic fields and creative industries have found it more difficult to 

secure paid work, on average earn lower wages, and face increased discrimination.44 Gender 

imbalance in the music industry as a whole is not new and has become a very relevant topic of 

discussion with women beginning to highlight the gendered dimensions of labor structures.45 The 

2016 USC Institute for Diversity and Empowerment at Annenberg (IDEA) report, “Inclusion or 

Invisibility?: Comprehensive Annenberg Report on Diversity in Entertainment,” reveals striking 

data about women in the contemporary film and TV industry.46 In addition, a recent study of the 

pay gap between men and women working in the British film industry confirmed that women are 

consistently paid less than men for comparable work, with mean hourly rates frequently more 

than 20% lower, and bonus pay commonly more than 50% and up to 85.7% lower.47 Meanwhile, 

with recent efforts of the Grammy Academy to move toward diversity and inclusion, recognizing 

the importance of mental health and wellbeing, as well as the traction the #MeToo and Time’s 

Up movements have recently garnered, women have become increasingly vocal in their pursuit 

for equality and their push against harassment and discrimination.48  

 
44 See Diana L. Miller, “Gender and the Artist Archetype: Understanding Gender Inequality in Artistic 

Careers,” Sociology Compass 10, no. 2 (February 2016): 119–131, https://doi.org/10.1111/soc4.12350. 

 
45 See Catherine Strong and Sarah Raine, eds., Towards Gender Equality in the Music Industry: Education, 

Practice and Strategies for Change (New York: Bloomsbury Academic & Professional, 2019). 

 
46 Stacy L. Smith, Marc Choueiti, and Katherine Pieper, “Inclusion or Invisibility?: Comprehensive 

Annenberg Report on Diversity in Entertainment,” USC Annenberg, February 22, 2016, 

https://annenberg.usc.edu/sites/default/files/2017/04/07/ MDSCI_CARD_Report_FINAL_Full_Report.pdf. 

 
47 Tom Grater and Louise Tutt, “UK Film Industry Gender Pay Gaps Revealed,” Screen 

International (London), April 4, 2018, https://search.proquest.com/docview/2021745881. 

 
48 “Final Report of the Recording Academy Task Force on Diversity and Inclusion,” Grammy, last 

modified December 12, 2019, https://www.grammy.com/sites/com/files/final_task_force_report.pdf. 
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But the field of music supervision is unique. Since the profession’s early days, women 

have represented a large percentage of players in the field. Then, in 2017, Susan Jacobs made 

history as the first person to win an Emmy in the brand-new category for “Outstanding Music 

Supervision.” The award category was already catching eyes as one of the most diverse in 

nominees, with three of the five nominees being women.49 The trend continued in 2018 with five 

of eight nominees being women.50 The number of women nominated for the award slightly 

declined for the 2019 award, for which only three of the seven nominees were women.51 In 2020, 

of the 11 nominees for seven awards, six were women.52 Holding the majority of nominations, 

women are consistently recognized in the field. Moreover, Robin Urdang has made history, 

winning for her work on The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel consecutively in 2018, 2019, and 2020 

(sharing the 2020 award with Amy Sherman-Palladino and Daniel Palladino). With the category 

seeing women as its primary winners since its inception, an unusual precedent has been set in 

 
49 Shirley Halperin, “Emmys 2017: Where the Ladies At? The Brand New Music Supervision Category,” 

Variety, July 14, 2017, https://variety.com/2017/music/news/emmys-2017-female-nominees-music-supervision-

1202495653/. The 2017 nominees were Thomas Golubić for “Sunk Costs” of Breaking Bad on AMC, Susan Jacobs 

for “You Get What You Need” of Big Little Lies on HBO, Manish Raval, Jonathan Leahy, and Tom Wolfe for 

“Goodbye Tour” of Girls on HBO, Zach Cowie and Kerri Drootin for “Amarsi Un Po” of Master of None on 

Netflix, and Nora Felder for “Chapter Two: The Weirdo on Maple Street” in Stranger Things on Netflix. See “69th 

Emmy Awards Nominees and Winners,” Emmys, accessed March 23, 2019, https://www.emmys.com/ 

awards/nominees-winners/2017/outstanding-music-supervision. 

 
50 The nominees included Jennifer Pyken for “That’ll Be the Day” of This Is Us on NBC, Nora Felder for 

“Chapter Two: Trick or Treat, Freak” of Stranger Things on Netflix, Jen Malone and Fam Udeorji for “Alligator 

Man” of Atlanta on FX, Robin Urdang and producers Amy Sherman-Palladino and Daniel Palladino for “Pilot” of 

The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel on Amazon, and Sean O’Meara for “Akane No Mai” of Westworld on HBO. See “70th 

Emmy Awards Nominees and Winners,” Emmys, accessed March 8, 2020, https://www.emmys.com/awards/ 

nominees-winners/2018/outstanding-music-supervision. 

 
51 The nominees were Robin Urdang and producers Amy Sherman-Palladino and Daniel Palladino for 

“We’re Going to the Catskills” of The Marvelous Mrs. Maisel on Amazon, Brienne Rose for “Nothing in This 

World Is Easy” of Russian Doll on Netflix, Thomas Golubić for “Something Stupid” of Better Call Saul on AMC, 

Steven Gizicki for “Life Is a Cabaret” of Fosse/Verdon on FX Networks, and Jasper Leak for Quincy on Netflix. See 

“71st Emmy Awards Nominees and Winners,” Emmys, accessed March 8, 2020, https://www.emmys.com/awards/ 

nominees-winners/2019/outstanding-music-supervision. 

 
52 Steve Greene, “Emmys 2020: All of This Year’s Winners and Nominees,” IndieWire, September 20, 

2020, https://www.indiewire.com/2020/09/2020-emmy-winners-list-1234585914/. 
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terms of representation in the profession, and industry leaders and fans alike have noticed, even 

commenting on social media sites like Twitter (see Figure 3.2). 

 

Figure 3.2: Post Highlighting Representation of Women in the Music Supervision 

Profession on Twitter 53 

 

Members of the press often highlight the fact that women are well-represented in music 

supervision. Posts about women in music supervision are increasingly published on International 

Woman’s Day (celebrated on March 8 since 1913). On Superbized: Music Supervision Blog, for 

instance, “5 Female Music Supervisors You Need to Know About” highlighted the achievements 

of Alexandra Patsavas, Nora Felder, Stephanie Diaz-Matos, Lindsay-Bea Davis, and Sue 

 
53 Amy Jade (@amyjade), “Women comprised 7% of composers working on the top 500 films of 2019. 

93% of films had no female composers,” October 1, 2020, 4:52 a.m., 

https://twitter.com/aamyjade_/status/1311635144478994432. 
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Jacobs.54 Bloggers publish similar articles, even emphasizing the impact of women in the field to 

a greater degree with sweeping statements like “Women are absolute[ly] dominating music 

supervision.”55 Similarly, organizations like Women in Film publish posts specifically 

highlighting women who are recognized by the Guild. For instance, they posted a list of the 

women who were among the 75 nominees across 15 categories of the Guild’s 2020 awards.56 

It is not difficult to recognize that, unlike other sectors of the entertainment industry, 

music supervision does tend to attract and retain a significant number of women. In “Taking 

Music Supervisors Seriously,” Jeff Smith was the first to formally highlight gender issues in the 

field of music supervision. Albeit brief, Smith’s discussion explores how structural changes 

within the industry and profession enabled women who once filled “lower level executive 

positions within the record industry” to move ahead in their careers “when they hit the proverbial 

‘glass ceiling’ at their respective companies.”57 On one hand, Smith suggests, the music 

supervisor role offered the potential for “greater freedom and flexibility,” while on the other 

hand, their foray into the role thrust them deeper into a male-dominated industry in which men 

held more decision-making power.58 Smith explores the possibility that this tense transition 

 
54 “5 Female Music Supervisors You Need to Know About,” Superbized: Music Supervision Blog, last 

modified March 8, 2017, https://superbized.wordpress.com/2017/03/08/5-female-music-supervisors-you-need-to-

know-about/. 

 
55 “The Increased Prominence of Female Leads in Television and Film,” Steele Sync, last modified January 

6, 2020, http://steelesync.com/the-increased-prominence-of-female-leads-in-television-and-

film/461/adminsteele/uncategorized/. 

 
56 “2020 Guild of Music Supervisors Awards Nominations,” Women in Film, accessed February 3, 2020, 

https://womeninfilm.org/2020-guild-music-supervisors-awards-nominations/. 

 
57 Jeff Smith, “Taking Music Supervisors Seriously,” in Cinesonic: Experience the Soundtrack, ed. Philip 

Brophy (North Ryde NSW, AU: Southwest Press, 2001), 143. 

 
58 Smith, “Taking Music Supervisors Seriously,” 143. 



 

 164 

 

resulted in the disregard, or even dislike, male composers and directors might have initially held 

toward women working in the role in the 1980s and 1990s.   

Beginning at the turn of the twenty-first century and extending over the next two decades, 

gender would become an even more important element to consider when examining the music 

supervision field and profession. Rossanna Wright said: 

A lot of the pioneers in this field were women, like Karyn Rachtman…and a lot of 

women at the forefront, which is the foundation. It has always been this way. The people 

who were there early on were willing to roll up their sleeves and do something that 

wasn’t done before. They were scrappy and resourceful, and they made this happen.59  

 

In an interview with VoyageLA, music supervisor Jennifer Smith candidly speaks of her 

experience through this significant transition in perceptions of gender and representation as a 

woman in the field: 

My career path has not been a smooth road. There were a lot of ups and downs. When I 

started in the industry, information was not as available as it is now. I did not know about 

the pay scales or “market value.” Just like a lot of women, I dealt with a lot of gender 

bias and situations that were not okay, that harmed my mental health. I am so happy that 

in the modern landscape of the industry, the conversations and “policies” are starting to 

change. I am proud to be in this era and to be part of that change.60 

 

I am not sure what “policies” Smith is referring to. While they are not clearly apparent in the 

field and certainly not widespread, conversations about gender representation in music 

supervision have been happening widely and frequently among those active in the field in 

Hollywood and elsewhere.  

In a Synchtank article titled “What Is It Really Like as a Woman in Music Supervision? 

Four of Big Sync’s Team Talk Gender & the Women Who Inspire Them,” industry players share 

 
59 Rossanna Wright, interview with author, May 4, 2018. 

 
60 “Meet Jennifer Smith of Rat Dance Party Music Supervision in Studio City / Sherman Oaks,” VoyageLA, 

last modified August 6, 2019, http://voyagela.com/interview/meet-jennifer-smith-rat-dance-party-music-

supervision-studio-city-sherman-oaks/. 
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their thoughts on working as a woman in the industry, as well as reflections on how much 

progress the field of music supervision has made over the past few decades. Lisa James, a music 

supervisor based in London, shares her perspective: 

I think music supervision used to be more male dominated and it was tougher to succeed 

as a woman. But I don’t mind saying that being female helped me get my first job 

because they were actively looking for a woman. It was at a time when the tables were 

beginning to turn and the conversations about gender balance were being had in the 

industry. But while I feel I have benefited, I know other women have had very different 

experiences.61 

 

Hannah Donald, a music coordinator based in London, expresses a somewhat different 

experience: “As a young woman coming into the music industry I’m not seeing much of a gender 

issue – it’s so hard to get into anyway that a newbie is just a newbie. It may be that the higher 

you try to go up the ladder the harder it gets.” Meanwhile, Lily Cao, who serves as a Synchtank 

Account Manager in Singapore, advocates for more communication on the topic: 

I feel strongly about the active support of women in all sectors including the music 

industry. Women need these organized spaces, panels and support groups within the 

profession to demonstrate to the younger women in the profession just what they can 

achieve. We need to keep the ‘women in music’ conversation going because we’re not at 

the stage yet to take away that extra visibility.62 

 

These conversations are now prevalent. In Cherie Hu’s excellent article, “Unbalancing 

Act: How Conferences Perpetuate the Music Industry’s Gender Parity Crisis,” she argues that 

sync and music supervision conferences rank second for most women speakers on panels in 

music industry fields: second to marketing and public relations, sync and music supervision are 

more balanced than other fields (such as radio and editorial) with 55% male speakers. Hu 

suggests that the higher proportion of female speakers corresponds to more female involvement 

 
61 “What Is It Really Like as a Woman in Music Supervision? Four of Big Sync’s Team Talk Gender & the 

Women Who Inspire Them,” Synchtank, last modified March 8, 2019, https://www.synchtank.com/blog/what-is-it-

really-like-as-a-woman-in-music-supervision-four-of-big-syncs-team-talk-gender-the-women-who-inspire-them/. 
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in “creative, educational and content-driven roles, rather than technical, operational or logistical 

ones.” Hu explains, 

As a profession, sync is particularly interesting because it combines creative and fiscal 

challenges: in addition to developing an intimate knowledge of songs’ lyrical, emotional 

and cultural currency, being successful in this role requires adept skills in financial 

budgeting, licensing and contract negotiation. The success of women in sync gained more 

public traction when the first-ever Emmy Award for Outstanding Music Supervision was 

issued this year to a woman (Susan Jacobs for Big Little Lies), and was the only music 

award at the ceremony that was not heavily dominated by men. 

 

Hu’s analysis continues with consideration of job titles, as opposed to company names. 

She concludes, “Sync and marketing roles, as well as job titles with the keyword ‘creative,’ have 

a higher proportion of female voices, while digital, product and engineering roles remain heavily 

male.”63 This recalls the fetishizing of “creative” aspects of the position. Hu’s findings and the 

conference panelist numbers are quite surprising, considering that an article recently published 

by the Huffington Post claims that women are more reluctant to participate in industry organized 

events than men.64  

But at the Guild’s annual conference, the topic of women in music supervision often 

receives its own panels. In 2018, for example, Rebecca Grierson, Julia Parker, Emma Reeves, 

Theresa Notartomaso, and Zach Pollakoff were panelists on the “Women in music supervision, 

scoring and advertising” panel.65 Outside of Hollywood, panels like these occur in major cities, 

such as New York and Chicago. In October 2018, for example, Mondo.NYC, a global music 

 
63 Cherie Hu, “Unbalancing Act: How Conferences Perpetuate the Music Industry’s Gender Parity Crisis,” 

Medium, October 1, 2017, https://medium.com/@cheriehu42/unbalancing-act-how-conferences-perpetuate-the-

music-industrys-gender-parity-problem-7c7b06541ef7. 

 
64  Lara Baker, “The Challenge of Organizing a Gender-Balanced Conference in the Music Industry,” 

HuffPost, updated November 12, 2017, https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/lara-baker/gender-balanced-music-

industry_b_13555434.html?guccounter=1. 

 
65 Guild of Music Supervisors (@guildofmusic), “Women in music supervision, scoring and advertising 

panel! Rebecca Grierson, Julia Parker, Emma Reeves, Theresa Notartomaso, and Zach Pollakoff!  

@MondoNewYork,” October 5, 2018, 11:16 a.m., https://twitter.com/guildofmusic/status/1048275742906175488. 
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conference, hosted a Guild-led panel titled “Women in Music Supervision, Scoring and 

Advertising.”66 In December 2018, the Women in Music Chicago chapter hosted a panel on 

women in music supervision and licensing, with moderator Jessie LaBelle (VP, Creative & 

Synch at SoStereo Music Group), and panelists Melissa Chapman (Owner, Music Supervisor at 

Groove Garden), Julia Betley (VP, Licensing and Soundtracks at RCA), and Libby Morris 

(Music Producer, Mcgarrybowen).67 The Women’s Audio Mission, a non-profit organization 

based in the San Francisco/Oakland region, has offered similar events, such as an introductory 

workshop on music supervision and licensing taught by Brooke Wentz, who takes attendees 

“through a day in a life of a music supervisor.”68  

The Grammy Museum has also played a key role in facilitating discussions concerning 

women in the industry. On January 22, 2020, Women in Film and the Grammy Museum 

cohosted “A Celebration of Women and Film,” a panel moderated by Tracy McKnight, a music 

supervisor, Women in Film board member, and former head of film music for Lionsgate. In 

discussion, Frankie Pine of Whirly Girl Music recalled with indignation the time when “she 

found a male executive sitting across a table staring at her breasts instead of her face.” But she 

was equally willing to be singled out for her emotional ability: 

I feel, as a woman, what I do bring to the table is a little bit more of an emotion that 

comes with watching something and feeling something. Throughout the six years on 

Nashville, the big joke was, “Is this episode going to make Frankie cry?” I would be in 

 
66 David Weiss, “Mondo.NYC Festival Arrives: Blockchain, Music Supervision and More—Oct. 2–5, 

Brooklyn,” SonicScoop, September 28, 2018, https://sonicscoop.com/2018/09/28/mondo-nyc-festival-arrives-

blockchain-music-supervision-and-more-oct-2-5-brooklyn/. In 2019, Mondo.NYC hosted two panels focused on 

women in the industry overall—one titled “Women Using Music to Advance Change” and one titled “Gender & 

Diversity,” hosted by Women in Music. “Mondo.NYC Conference Schedule 2019,” Mondo.NYC, accessed 

February 20, 2020, https://mondo.nyc/conference-schedule-2019/#rdv-calendar. 

 
67 “Women in Music Chicago—Music Supervision & Licensing Panel,” Women in Music, accessed March 

1, 2020, https://womeninmusic.wildapricot.org/resources/Documents/WIM%20Music%20Supervision%20 
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the playback and I’d watch the episode and these were original songs and I found all 

these original songs. If I cried that, to me, means I did a good job. I think being a female 

brings a little more emotion into the picture.69 

 

While it may be simple and somewhat tempting to fall into the typical “women are more 

sensitive” or “women are in touch with their emotions” argument, the scientific findings on 

gender differences in emotional responses are in fact nonconclusive.70 This line of reasoning 

perpetuates gender stereotypes connected to outdated and hegemonic notions of masculinity and 

femininity in language discourse, interpersonal communication, and conversational styles.71 It is 

in conversations like these that misconceptions related to gender difference are reinforced, and 

stylistic differences associated with gender “work to the disadvantage of members of groups that 

are stigmatized in our society, and to the advantage of those who have the power to enforce their 

interpretations.”72 As Acker claims, “gendered hierarchy” is often reinforced by arguments 

related to women’s “emotionality,” among other elements.73 

Indeed, emphasis on a woman’s ability to “be in touch with her emotions,” to possess 

incredible multitasking skills, or to employ excellent listening skills ultimately genders the music 

supervision profession, making a supposed gender-neutral role subscribe to traditional traits 

associated with heteronormative conceptions of gender identity, thereby relegating an already-

 
69 Pamela Chelin, “Women in Music and Film Talk Self-Confidence & Inclusion at the GRAMMY 

Museum,” Recording Academy Grammy Awards, last modified January 23, 2020, 
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marginalized community back to antiquated tropes and associated marginalization. Tending 

toward the other end of the spectrum and attempting to overlook gender entirely is not ideal 

either, though, as it does not accomplish much, but rather can be read as a sort of indifference. 

Laura Engel, co-owner of Kraft-Engel Management, for example, suggests she “has blinders on” 

and “never really thought twice about gender as she’d always focused on her work to the 

exclusion of all else.” An erasure of gender is not the answer. Not talking about gender does not 

eliminate gender bias and certainly does not work to increase gender balance. Engel seemed to 

self-correct, later alluding to the gender imbalance in the field of composition and indicating that 

she does see gender and specifically considers gender in the placements she secures: “I thought, 

‘I actually have a responsibility to look to my left and look to my right and to reach a hand and 

help out and so I started making a more conscious effort to sign more women composers.’”74 So 

while some women working as music supervisors may not wish to acknowledge the role of 

gender in the field, they do recognize a sense of duty to encourage the participation of women at 

other points of the supervisory chain. 

When I spoke to Kerri Drootin about her thoughts on the sheer number of women in the 

field, as well as her own experience, she shared some enlightening thoughts on the subject. When 

she started in the profession in 1999, the large number of women working in sync caught her by 

surprise. She said, “…you know what you hear about music industry and major labels, and major 

publishers: ‘it’s such a boys’ club,’ and it is, it totally is. But I feel like this field…has always 

been really balanced; there’s a lot of women music supervisors, there’s a lot of women pitch 

people, there’s a lot of women licensing people.” When I asked her if she had an explanation for 

this anomaly in the industry, she said, “Well, women can multitask really well, and there’s a lot 

 
74 Chelin, “Women in Music and Film.” 



 

 170 

 

of multitasking…it’s so much about helping with the creative voice of the show, but not 

dominating it…it’s a whole lot of give and take…it’s a lot about losing ego and just providing 

what’s best even if you don’t like it necessarily.” 

I was fascinated by Drootin’s reflections and thoughts on characteristics that allegedly 

make women better suited for the role. The ability to multitask and the skill of turning 

submissive behavior into a strength seemed to highlight a unique set of power dynamics directly 

tied to problematic gender stereotypes. That women would be exceptionally better at 

relinquishing power to others suggests an innate ability to exhibit “creativity without ego.” These 

sorts of “(female) gendered overtones” are also apparent in the language and work of producers 

active in the independent film scene.75 Perhaps the general line of reasoning also emanates from 

other sectors of the creative industry, such as film editing, where women have been very 

influential, but mostly worked behind the scenes to support the creative “genius” of the director, 

the auteur. 

But Drootin reiterated that she does not entirely know, and she has tried theorizing this 

with Zach Cowie. She pointed out that women have been well-represented in the field since the 

beginning, alluding to Bonnie Greenberg. She said she wonders if, early on, women were hiring 

women who were their friends to bring more women into the profession. “There’s a lot of tight 

circles of smart, awesome ladies who have been doing this for a long time,” she said. When I 

asked Drootin if she thought artistic trends surfaced in sync generally because of the near equal 

gender representation, she replied, “I think that would have to play into it at some level. I can’t 

 
75 See Sherry Ortner, Not Hollywood: Independent Film at the Twilight of the American Dream (Durham 

and London: Duke University Press, 2013), 160–162. 
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say for sure, but there’s so many women in this business on every end. A woman’s ears and 

tastes have got to play into it at some point.”76  

In considering gender in the profession, writers seeking to identify and communicate 

reasons for the large presence of women in the field and profession resort to assumptions that are 

based almost entirely on traditional conceptions of heteronormative constructions of gender 

identity. In her Variety article, for example, Shirley Halperin demonstrates the significant role 

gender plays in the media’s—and the general public’s—understanding of the field of music 

supervision by calling attention to it in her title: “And the First Ever Emmy for Music 

Supervision Goes to… a Woman,” and then she proceeds to postulate: 

…when the Emmy nominations were announced, three of the five contenders in the 

music supervision category were women, a better female-to-male ratio than most other 

races, which begs the question: Is there a particular skill-set required of music 

supervision that draws so many women to the field? Or is there something more 

visceral—an ear for music and picture—that’s better served by a woman? 77 

 

Halperin’s emphasis on the skills required for this role as a possible reason for the higher 

number of women in the profession reflects a problematic system of binaries in discourse on 

gender at all levels of the field. Her attribution to “something more visceral” echoes the already-

gendered divide between intellect and feelings that seems to circulate in industry vernacular, and 

resembles Drootin’s remark about a “woman’s ears and tastes.” Inquiries posed in the manner of 

Halperin’s, while perhaps well-intended, are grounds for concern. Must gender balance be 

explained through a skillset or supposedly innate ability that makes a particular gender 

“predisposed” to certain professions or job duties? Authors have yet to thoroughly tackle these 

 
76 Kerri Drootin, interview with author, May 16, 2018. 
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generalizations, stereotypes, and binaries in order to explore their implications for the field of 

music supervision as a whole.  

In Music Supervision: The Complete Guide to Selecting Music for Movies, TV, Games, & 

New Media, the authors explicitly refer to the multitasking skills required for the role.78 

Multitasking is often listed as a job requirement in music supervision positions posted online.79 

An emphasis on the ability to “multitask” has become heavily associated with being a woman 

supervisor. Sociolinguist Jenny Cook-Gumperz suggests “an initial generalized gender identity 

that can form a basis for later social gender identity is gained by early role-playing and 

understanding of the role of mother/woman.” This connection can perhaps be traced to the 

formation of gender identity in early childhood years, when many girls begin to identify the 

power attributed to the role of the matron and their “motherness,” as well as their ability to do 

multiple things at once, or the “‘powerful mother’ who manages and controls resources for all 

family members,’” managing “goods and services—such as snacks and food, entertainment and 

rewards, even love.” Mothers are perceived as a sort of “mistress of ceremonies,” and young 

girls reproduce, in the language of their play, this sort of “powerful management style with all its 

possibilities,” even if this is then dissembled when they enter the real world and identify the 

power of males.80  

But are women really better at multitasking than men, and should this even be pertinent 

to the discussion of why there are so many women in the music supervision profession? While 

 
78 Ramsay Adams, David Hnatiuk, David Weiss, Music Supervision: The Complete Guide to Selecting 
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some scientific research indicates that in certain cases, women are indeed better at multitasking 

than men, research also suggests that men are better at multitasking than women in other 

circumstances.81 In recent studies, both men and women were found to be equally inefficient at 

multitasking.82 Ultimately, the researchers conclude that “the near lack of empirical studies on 

gender differences in multitasking should caution against making strong generalizations.”83 So, 

here again, speaking about characteristics that naturally make one gender predisposed for a 

particular job is troubling and ultimately perpetuates myths and perhaps counterintuitively 

deepens marginalization, which has already existed as a result of gender difference.  

 Other women who serve as music supervisors and who write on the music supervision 

profession emphasize the role that “being a good listener” plays in their work.84 Music 

supervisors engage in listening to the artistic inclinations of the director, listening to other 

members of the film crew, listening to the story itself, listening to the production’s characters, 

listening to music and lyrics, and so forth. But a correlation between being a good listener and 

being a woman in relation to succeeding as a music supervisor is dubious. Perhaps some people 

associate women with listening because of past research on the topic. Linguist Deborah Tannen 

has in several popular books noted how “the systematic differences in women’s and men’s 

characteristic styles often put women in a subordinate position in interactions with men,” with 

 
81 James Morgan, “Women ‘Better at Multitasking’ than Men, Study Finds,” BBC News, October 24, 2013, 
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men more often holding the position of lecturer, and women holding the position of listener.85 

But the bifurcation of women versus men is outdated, oversimplified, and fails to recognize the 

intricacies of gender identities. 

Misconceptions related to gender and representation within the field are further 

complicated by generalizations that create the misunderstanding that women are the majority 

across all arenas within the field of music supervision. While there are, indeed, many women 

who serve as freelance and studio music supervisors, they still represent the minority in the 

position in some industries, such as video games and advertising. And because men still 

represent the majority of creative and decision-making positions in the studio and in the film, 

television, advertising, and video game industries overall, women are still in the minority at their 

places of work. Interestingly, Acker explains that “the gendered definition of some jobs ‘includes 

sexualization of the woman worker as a part of the job’…These are often jobs that serve men, 

such as secretaries, or a largely male public.”86 This resonates for the entertainment industry, in 

which the men certainly outnumber the women, especially those in positions of decision-making 

power.  

Music supervisors working in the video game industry are often vastly outnumbered by 

men. When I spoke to a woman who has served as music supervisor for video games and game 

trailers for almost a decade, she reflected on her own experience. She is usually the only woman 

on a team, and once when she visited a developer, the floor of the building did not have a 

women’s restroom. She said, “They had turned it into a men’s bathroom because it was all 

dudes. So every time…I had to go downstairs because I couldn’t use the bathroom up there. So 

 
85 Tannen, Gender and Discourse, 11. 
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that was a little surreal.”87 Of the dozen or so audio leads with whom she works, there are only 

three other women, so they get together informally as a “little women’s meetup.” When I asked 

her what her experience as a woman working among so many men has been like, she said, 

…[there is] a lot of getting talked over, and even by people who respect me, because I 

think men are just more likely to talk over women. A lot of interrupting. A lot of 

repeating what I say like it’s their idea sometimes. Sometimes people will repeat my 

ideas and other people will respond if they’re repeated by a man.88 

 

But she continued to explain that there are about four women who do have strong voices 

in music supervision for games. She mentioned a couple of women on the music team for 

Electronic Arts who are “vocal,” as well as Activision’s Katie Byam, who works for Brandon 

Young. When I asked her if she thought some sort of influx of women into the video game 

industry was on the horizon, she expressed that the situation is “better,” and that she has “seen 

changes on the senior leadership on the gaming team to include more women,” but that, after 

years in the industry, she has really only seen changes in the last couple of years. She reflected, 

sometimes “it’s really tiring being the only female,” and sometimes she “just wants to leave the 

table and go to another table, because it’s tiring.” She does see changes and advocacy to a certain 

extent, but she says such change can be slow at her company.89 

While there are always exceptions, subjugation is probably not the lived experience of 

many women in music supervision. Rossanna Wright, for instance, is proud of her extremely 

positive experience as a woman working in the field as a freelancer. She told me: 

I’ve had a lot of support from men. My first mentor was Michael Eames at PEN Music 

Group—[he] taught me everything I know, taught me how to conduct business in a fair 

and nice way, and not be a jerk, or overly aggressive dealmaker. And I really like that. I 

think I have a much less stress-y perspective of my job because of that. And Michael 

 
87 Anonymous interview with author, May 18, 2018. 

 
88 Anonymous interview with author, May 18, 2018. 

 
89 Anonymous interview with author, May 18, 2018. 



 

 176 

 

Welsh too; he’s just very chill. Both of them have been great mentors to me, and very 

supportive of everything I wanted to do.90  

 

Like many other supervisors who hire coordinators due to an increase in workload or 

simply the need for some extra help, Wright hired a coordinator to assist with her duties. She 

opened this position when she became pregnant and realized she did not want to go on maternity 

leave. Wright was arguably in a position of privilege, able to seek work-life balance by 

outsourcing her labor because she possessed the financial means. As a result of this privilege and 

the correlating reduction in workload, combined with the already flexible nature of her freelance 

role, Wright was able to plan on continuing to work for an hour or two each day after giving 

birth. Wright would conduct calls and meetings from WeWork, a shared workspace, where they 

provided the “new mother’s room.” She recalled, “…I was nursing her and taking phone calls 

with teams of angry lawyers, and it all worked out.”91  

But the line between self-exploitation and entrepreneurial freedom was particularly blurry 

in Wright’s experiences in the delivery room. She told me that after days of prodromal labor, she 

thought, “Okay, I don’t know how long this is going to keep going!” So while she was having 

contractions, Wright decided to take her weekly call with a group of lawyers and the Head of 

Music at a studio. She recalled, 

…the Head of Music was like, “I have to say, this is the weirdest call I’ve ever been on, 

with you in labor!” But still, they were all great. I was on the call with a team of dudes in 

the middle of a really gnarly deal, and they were just really supportive. They were like, 

“You seem really calm in the midst of all this.” And I was like, “Thanks, I do a lot of 

yoga.”92 

 

 
90 Rossanna Wright, interview with author, May 4, 2018. 
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She even sent her sign-off email from the delivery room after she realized a deal needed 

to be passed on to someone else because it was just taking too long to resolve. She said the last 

thing she did before leaving the hospital was participate in a conference call! Wright explained 

that working as a freelancer offers her the flexibility she desires to “design mom-life versus 

work-life,” and that she hopes “more people have experiences like that.”93 That Wright 

remembers these occurrences positively is fascinating. Her circumstances and reflections offer 

insights into the reasoning behind her desire to work as a freelancer, as opposed to an in-house 

supervisor. Her experiences also suggest that those operating at mid- to high levels of the 

profession, who have the flexibility of freelance work, stability of financial means, ability to 

outsource labor, and capability to define their work schedules, may perceive self-exploitation as 

entrepreneurial freedom. But this certainly would not be the case for all women in the field. 

Indeed, the nature of the profession, and the cultural industries generally, is not particularly 

welcoming to adult women, especially mothers, who often see “shortened and fractured” 

careers.94 

What we largely see is a “labeling” related to being a woman that, in and of itself, creates 

constraints in the institutionalization of the field and profession, which ultimately yield a very 

particular role which must be filled. Then, of course, there is the use of the term “goddess” to 

refer to female music supervisors. In Chapter Two, I present a diverse collection of moments in 

which various individuals, such as members of the press, industry players, and even audience 

members, employ the term. While terms like this seem innocuous, or perhaps even celebratory, 

they gender the profession in that they place female music supervisors in distinction to their male 

 
93 Rossanna Wright, interview with author, May 4, 2018. 
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and nonbinary counterparts. Would individuals call a successful male or genderfluid supervisor a 

“god”? Probably not.  

Intentionally or unintentionally, members of the field have constructed a gendered 

profession. As Acker explains, “To say that an organization, or any other analytic unit, is 

gendered means that advantage and disadvantage, exploitation and control, action and emotion, 

meaning and identity, are patterned through and in terms of a distinction between male and 

female, masculine and feminine.”95 Indeed, the emphasis on women’s presence in the field 

creates separation, it seems. It can create an environment that requires more labor from non-

binary or gender nonconforming (GNC) individuals to emerge in their own constructions of 

identity in a previously constructed set of constraints and limitations.96  

Thus, while expectations of labels, practices, ideologies, and subsequent hierarchies are 

perpetuated by such gendered discourse in music supervision, we see marginalized communities 

still on the fringes of the institution’s framework. In this process, too, we see a consolidation of 

power and subordination. The more attention women receive, the less recognition individuals of 

other identities receive. This power then becomes tied to complex affiliations and social standing 

within the field. Consequently, in concerted efforts to make the field more diverse and equal, 

particular populations previously subordinate emerge to make others subordinate. In short, the 
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circulation of gender-biased language preserves and extends stereotypes, while worsening 

inequalities.97  

 And what about individuals who do not subscribe to the gender binary, which the 

majority of conversations occurring in the field do not address? In June 2019, Adhoc published 

“This List of Woman and Non-Binary-Run Music Organizations Is the Future of the Industry,” 

and under the category “Licensing / Music Supervision / Rights & Clearance,” the following 

nine companies are listed: “Agoraphone, Found Objects, Good Ear Music Supervision, Local 

Rep, Low Profile, Midnight Choir, Nice Rights, Squeak E Clean, Terrorbird Media.”98 While 

many smaller companies are missing from this list, Adhoc maintains a working Google Doc file 

that people can freely update on an ongoing basis. Adhoc specifies in the Google Doc that only 

companies “with people who are WOMEN, NON-BINARY, and/or TRANS in leadership/ key 

decision-making positions can make the list” (emphasis in original).99 As of February 2020, the 

companies in this category total 22, but the list should be much longer, considering a number of 

other companies run by women, such as Secret Road, Catch the Moon Music, and Heavy Hitters 

Music, just to name several, are not included. But Adhoc represents a broader effort in the 

industry to be more inclusive. 

Perhaps, in a swing toward so-called progressive ideologies and intent to highlight 

women in the field or to welcome other women into the field, reliance on the traditional gender 

binary pits the struggle as a numbers game (i.e., more women, more progress). But numbers 
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alone do not translate to, or even indicate, equality. And what looks like a good thing on the 

surface—celebrating the fact that women represent a large part of the population within the field 

of music supervision—actually keeps the conversation from focusing on other matters of the 

profession relevant to other gender identities, as well as topics related to equality in pay across 

all gender identities, access to healthcare, options for paid time off and medical leaves of 

absence, and even maternity and paternity leave. 

Leadership of the Guild has recognized that discussions and actions related to gender 

must go beyond the numbers game in order to address diversity and inclusivity head on. Current 

Guild president Joel C. High said, “The membership of our Guild is close to gender parity and 

our current board is made up of six women and five men. Even though the balance in our very 

active membership base is something we can be proud of, we need to do more.”100 Because 

something that is lost in this process of focusing on the sheer number of women in the field is 

consideration of the non-binary and GNC community, as well as other forms of diversity, such as 

race, ethnicity, and disability. While there does not appear to be a great deal of diversity in music 

supervision, music supervisors have recognized their role in effecting change.  

Steph Perrin, Head of Sync at Downtown Music Publishing Benelux and Cloud 9, 

“explained how more music supervisors are asking for artists from marginalized groups to 

appear in their shows,” such as The Bold Type, “which only features artists who identify as a 

woman or non-binary.”101 Similarly, Chris Clark, who led Procter & Gamble’s gender diversity 

initiative called Hear Her Music, which was established in 2018 with the intent to provide 
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additional sync opportunities to women, “worked with nearly 50 original-music companies and 

independent composers to compile a list that, after being published by the nonprofit Free the Bid 

last fall, has grown to include more than 120 women directors, composers and more.”102 And the 

increased emphasis on women in music supervision has encouraged the foray of more diverse 

industry players. Insecure star Issa Rae has expanded into music supervision. Her record label, 

Raedio, has acquired music supervision firm Bonfire Collective, which was founded by 

Stephanie Diaz-Matos, and Raedio’s role will perform music supervision duties for Issa Rae 

Productions and ColorCreative, a “directive dedicated to creating more opportunities and raising 

visibility for women and minority writers inside and outside the studio system.”103  

Indeed, some music supervisors take advantage of the power they hold to change the life 

of an artist, and some specifically use their position to welcome people of color. For her work on 

Atlanta, for example, Jen Malone makes it a point to teach young hip-hop artists how sync works 

and what it entails from their perspective. The show naturally lends itself to voices from a more 

diverse demographic given the subject matter, but the music supervisor takes this a step further, 

prompting Vibe reporter Desire Thompson to call her and the music consultant who collaborates 

with her, Fam Udeorji, “music senseis to younger artists who haven’t quite mastered the business 

aspect of their craft.”104 From an artist’s perspective, this means a lot. And Miguel Fresco, whose 

self-produced track “Above Ground,” based on his personal experiences in Atlanta nightlife, was 
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featured in an episode of the show, describes the role that music plays in the show: “I think 

Atlanta is one of the dopest shows on TV…It’s also one of the realest in terms of a true depiction 

of the Atlanta music scene.”105 

Malone shares her experience clearing work by Tay-K, who had been in jail: 

 

Teaching the younger artists is something that I’ve taken on because I want them to 

understand what they’re signing. I want them to understand how the process works. I 

don’t want them to think that we’re trying to mess with them. And I’ll tell them, “You 

call any of these lawyers. You talk to any of these people and they’ll tell you I’m legit. 

I’m not trying to screw you over. There’s no scamming going on here.”106 

 

Malone clarifies that, while breaking an artist is not the “job” of the music supervisor, she still 

acknowledges a sense of duty in placing the right song: 

That’s not our job, to break records, but when we have that desire for a song to play, 

we’re not just going to use a library song…We’re going to find that artist, the kid that’s 

making beats in his bedroom and get his mixtape out. We’d much rather do that than 

have just any song in there. Every piece of music is chosen for a reason, so it’s exciting to 

have that opportunity where an artist gets a placement and things start to change for them. 

It’s a very cool part of our job.107 

 

Another show that gives voice to people of color is Dear White People, for which 

Morgan Rhodes serves as music supervisor. As a person of color herself, Rhodes expresses 

appreciation for her ability “to be a voice, musically, for the different characters in this story, to 

show that we all have a common human experience, but we are different—our sensibilities are 

different, our concerns are different, the things we’re compassionate about are different.” And 

she has “loved being able to be the voice for each character.” Rhodes also specifically gives 

importance to the show’s statements on activism: 

I like that she [Sam, played by Logan Browning] had her show as a forum for her 

activism…I wanted to be able to use the music to make statement pieces about her 
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feelings, and to that end I had an older new soul song called “Freedom” by an artist 

named Joi. We had Run the Jewels, we had J Dilla. I thought, “Wow, this will be cool— 

sort of an activism meets that famed radio DJ from ‘The Warriors.’”108 

 

Academia, Course Instruction, and Curriculum  

Within academia, the study of the music industry is usually in the form of how-to courses in 

industry programs or university extension courses. UCLA, for example, offers a Music 

Supervision certificate in a program of four required courses, three of which must be “Music 

Supervision for Film and Television,” “Music Licensing: Turning Talent into Dollars,” and 

“Copyright Law in the Entertainment Industry,” with the fourth selected from the following: 

“Music Publishing: Law and Business,” or “Music Publishing: A Creative and Business 

Perspective.”109 In Spring 2020, Ryan Kofman, Senior Director of Creative Synch at BMG 

(Bertelsman Music Group), instructed the “Music Supervision for Film and Television” course, 

Gary Greenberg, a music industry lawyer, taught the “Music Licensing: Turning Talent into 

Dollars” course, while Barry Borg, a musical artist, and Michael Eames, composer, songwriter, 

author and music publisher, co-taught the “Music Publishing: A Creative and Business 

Perspective” course.110 The other courses are offered in different terms. As you can see, these 
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particular courses are not taught by music supervisors, but instead by industry players who, in 

one way or another, contribute to the supply and value chains of sync. 

 Interestingly, courses in comparable programs online and across the nation similarly are 

not taught by music supervisors. Berklee Online, for example, offers an undergraduate course on 

music supervision taught by Brad Hatfield, a composer, keyboardist, arranger, orchestrator, and 

educator.111 The Los Angeles branch of Emerson College offers “Advanced Topics in Business 

Enterprises: Music for the Creative Industries,” a course surveying music in media from the 

silent film era to contemporary new media taught by composer, arranger, and conductor Ryan 

Miller.112 While it seems like this course sets up the parameters of the profession and field in a 

fairly comprehensive framework of artistic, cultural, economic, legal, and administrative issues, 

what appears to be missing is critical analysis of these issues, as well as problematization of their 

influence on music supervision specifically and the entertainment industry and society more 

generally, in favor of more practical topics, discussions, and activities.113  

 Something to consider is who gets selected to teach these classes. In the previous course 

examples, instructors represent a vast array of engagement levels with music supervision, but 

none are full-time supervisors. I believe courses taught by music supervisors naturally lend 

themselves to more accurate paintings of the music supervision landscape, and they also enable 

more realistic communication about the field between the students and the instructor. It is 

surprisingly rare to find a supervisor who teaches these courses, possibly because of their 

demanding work schedules. I’m sure some music supervisors might join a course as a guest for a 

 
111 Brad Hatfield, “Online Undergraduate-Level Course: Music Supervision 1,” Berklee Online, accessed 

March 4, 2020, https://online.berklee.edu/courses/music-supervision-1. 
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particular class meeting. But full-time music supervisor-led courses are harder to find than one 

might expect. Perhaps the outliers are courses offered by University of Southern California 

(USC) and NYU Los Angeles.  

For several years now, Lindsay Wolfington has been teaching music supervision classes 

at USC as an adjunct instructor. In Spring 2020, USC offered “Music Supervision, Production 

and Creative Licensing,” a course co-taught by Lindsay Wolfington and Joel C. High. The class 

is summarized in the course catalog as follows: “A comprehensive look at contemporary music 

supervision for all visual media. Students will creatively apply guided lessons using real world 

example cases and projects.”114 In Fall 2019, NYU Los Angeles offered “Music Licensing Lab: 

Music Supervision for Motion Pictures,” a course taught by veteran music supervisor Bonnie 

Greenberg.115 Inasmuch as this course is called a “lab,” it makes sense that the majority of the 

course content would be somewhat “how-to” and related to detailed intricacies of sync as a 

process. The benefit, I would argue, of having music supervisors teach these courses is perhaps 

both apparent and undeniable: a music supervisor can give a clear start-to-finish overview of the 

profession and the processes associated with sync. Unlike the other classes taught by industry 

players who participate in sync in different functions and at different levels, a music supervisor 

will likely give a clearer indication of what it takes to complete supervisory tasks, and perhaps 

will even give a more realistic picture of what life and employment conditions are really like as a 

music supervisor.  

 
114 “USC Schedule of Classes: Music Industry,” University of Southern California, accessed March 5, 

2020, https://classes.usc.edu/term-20201/classes/muin/. 

 
115 Bonnie Greenberg, “NYU Los Angeles Music Licensing Lab: Music Supervision for Motion Pictures - 

REMU-UT 9241 LA1” (syllabus, New York University Los Angeles, 2019), 
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Online resources offer similar courses for individuals seeking information on how to 

become a music supervisor. Some courses are, in fact, taught by music supervisors, while others 

are taught by licensors or artists. The self-proclaimed how-to “gurus”— Ramsay Adams, David 

Hnatiuk, and David Weiss—offer courses and materials for purchase on 

musicsupervision101.com.116 In Thinking in Sync: A Primer on the Mind of a Music Supervisor, 

Amanda Krieg Thomas recommends the following classes: the Music Supervision Certificate 

Program at UCLA Extension, the Berkeley Online Music Supervision Course, the “Art of the 

Song Pitch” online course offered by Sync Songwriter, Michelle Lockey’s “Music Licensing 

Bootcamp” class, Cathy Heller’s “Access Course: A Mentorship Program for Music Licensing,” 

and “Breaking through the Noise: 4-Week Course.”117 

From the music supervisor’s perspective, Trugge Toven also offers a course for artists to 

learn how to get their music licensed in film and TV on the Skillshare platform.118 Students who 

have posted comments in response to the class have indicated their interest in a course 

specifically focused on becoming a music supervisor and developing a career in the field. Cara 

Luck, for instance, asks Toven in the discussion posts, “I know this course has more of a focus 

on helping artist’s place their music, but I was wondering how you got started with and 

developed your music supervision career. It would be a dream of mine to be a music supervisor 

 
116 “About Music Supervision 101,” MusicSupervision101.com, accessed March 6, 2020, 

https://musicsupervision101.com/about.html. 
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one day... just wondering what that process looks like.” Toven’s response seems truthful and 

offers a more realistic perspective of the challenges of breaking into the profession:  

That may have to be my next class. But I can basically tell you that I started working in 

marketing and choosing music for promos and trailers. I would decide what type of 

supervision you’d like to work in and go work for the person that currently has that 

position. The barrier to entry is quite large in supervision so working under someone is 

the best way to make those initial contacts.119 

 

Toven’s mention of the “barrier to entry” is key, and most students completely disregard, 

or hope to prove wrong, such industry challenges. Toven’s honesty and realistic understanding of 

the business extends into his responses to artists. Udoka Chima poses the following question, “If 

your goal was to land your first placement in 7 days what steps would you take on each day?” 

Toven’s response is well-crafted and clear-sighted: “There’s almost no way to get a placement in 

7 days.” He goes on to describe a situation in which everything would need to align for the 

placement to occur in such a short time frame, but then mediates this with the following caution: 

“But those are some crazy odds.”120 In spite of these odds, the artists continue to perform labor. 

As described in the section above, there is almost a sense of voluntary exploitation in the form of 

assumed opportunity costs. 

Elements I believe are missing from academia, and even from how-to and very practical 

industry program courses, are critical analysis and realistic depictions of industry issues directly 

impacting the field and profession of music supervision. Although Toven appropriately touches 

on such realistic issues, other courses are too far behind. As a whole, universities, particularly 

those specializing in research, do not easily welcome critical discourse concerning the music 

industry, and music supervision specifically, into the traditional classroom. Such courses, if 
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offered at all, are often relegated to extension programs, certificate programs, weekend 

workshops and seminars, or online courses. It is my hope that critical analysis of music 

supervision enters the academy and that curriculum in industry programs begins to bridge the 

gap between the how-to structure of courses and the more thoroughly examined, philosophical, 

and analytical approach to understanding the field and industry. If we do not bridge the gap, 

students will not learn about the multifaceted problems that plague the players in the field and 

the industry overall. For example, if courses on music supervision do not address issues of 

gender and diversity, the economics of the job, the ubiquitous lack of healthcare, and the high 

degree of job scarcity, then educators have failed their students. Furthermore, students are 

vulnerable to the false hope that simply by taking a music supervision course they can obtain 

work in the profession, and the move to standardize the career trajectory that leads to the music 

supervisor position can also play a role in building that false hope. 

Common Misconceptions About Career Trajectories 

 

In this section, I seek to uncover shortcomings in recent attempts to describe or outline a 

standard career pathway to the music supervisor role by examining the careers of several 

supervisors, and by sharing some insights from my personal fieldwork experience. The topic of 

career pathways in music supervision has become increasingly popular, causing an 

oversimplified trajectory to surface at the disservice of those new to the field. Examination of the 

abundance of materials online, how-to steps in books, and discussions at professional networking 

and industry events suggests that the trajectory that leads to becoming a music supervisor works 

as follows: start with an internship, become an assistant, work up the ladder to music coordinator 

in order to work side-by-side with a music supervisor—or perhaps work in any sort of clearance 

position that interacts with music supervisors—then finally become a supervisor. Indeed, career 
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websites, blogs intended for students, and now individuals involved in the supervisory chain give 

a nod to this simplified trajectory.121  

But what seems to be the proposed standardization is just one track of many possibilities. 

Even Amanda Krieg Thomas, who has begun publishing her advice for people seeking to enter 

the field, explains, “There is no one path to success. Almost all of my peers have completely 

different stories. The common denominator is an unrelenting passion for the gig.”122 While at 

first glance it may seem as though the popularized trajectory is the most logical and on course to 

become the norm, the sociological truth is much more complex. The following discussion will 

explore a number of supervisors’ careers in order to highlight diversity in backgrounds, and to 

illustrate how the desire some gatekeepers have to standardize a path to a career in music 

supervision is perhaps better seen as an effort to enhance curriculum to appeal to more students, 

simplify blogposts to gain more readers, or streamline how-to publications to sell more copies—

or, at best, a misunderstanding of the profession’s barriers to entry.  

There are typically two distinct entry points that appear in most recommended career 

paths communicated to aspiring music supervisors. The first is quite creative and simply suggests 

developing a vast knowledge of diverse musical styles. In fact, many people think of music 

supervisors as DJs because a number of the early supervisors had transitioned from those types 

of positions into the profession. DJing was popular in the 1980s, ’90s, and even 2000s, but, while 

DJing is still widespread, the proliferation of streaming music platforms, user-created playlists, 

and automatically-generated playlists has changed its character and enhanced the role’s 

 
121 See Mike Turner, “Music Supervisor,” CareersinFilm.com, last modified June 12, 2018, 

https://www.careersinfilm. com/music-supervisor/. 
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performative qualities. With fewer DJs, this path into the music supervision profession should no 

longer be considered the typical career trajectory leading to the role.  

Several prominent figures of the profession, including Alexandra Patsavas and Thomas 

Golubić, share similar backgrounds as DJs or music promoters more generally, which is where I 

believe emphasis on possessing vast knowledge of music emerged. Growing up in Chicago, 

Illinois in the 1980s, Alexandra Patsavas immersed herself in the city’s music scene. Hanging 

out in record stores, attending live performances, listening to the radio, and watching the films of 

John Hughes, such as The Breakfast Club (1985) and Pretty in Pink (1986), proved formative 

moments for her personally and professionally.123 As a student of politics at the University of 

Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, she played a role in the organization that invited bands to perform 

on campus. Patsavas then ventured out with her own business, promoting clubs and inviting 

bands like Nirvana and Smashing Pumpkins to campus. Soon after, she relocated to Los Angeles 

and started working at performing rights organization Broadcast Music, Inc. (BMI), where she 

first became aware of music supervision. She was shortly thereafter recruited to serve as a music 

coordinator at Concorde Films. The first movie for which she provided music supervision 

services was Caged Heat 3000 (1995), followed by fifty other movies over the subsequent three 

years.124 She founded Chop Shop Music Supervision in 1998.125 Once the face of freelance 

music supervision in the profession’s “golden age,” Patsavas has now assumed an in-house 
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position.126 On May 26, 2020, Variety announced Patsavas would be joining Netflix in July, 

stepping into the newly created role of “Director, Music Creative/Production for Original 

Series,” with the goal of “fostering partnerships between the studio, producers and the music 

industry.”127  

While deep and wide knowledge of musical genres and a particular set of tastes have 

been applauded and promoted by some as essential traits and skillsets, others highlight the fact 

that the creative aspect of selecting the music represents such a small role in their daily work, 

compared to the legal and financial aspects. The second entry point into music supervision 

commonly suggested involves hands-on experience in the clearance process. Fainchten warns 

individuals who want to pursue a career in music supervision: “You need to have a lot of 

willingness to understand that the job is 30% fun and 70% a nightmare.”128 Amanda Krieg 

Thomas similarly explains,  

After three months or so I was desperate to land a real job and the one open at Lionsgate 

that seemed the most interesting was assisting the film music attorney. So I got some 

really good clearance experience and I would read the contracts to try to understand the 

language. All the unsexy stuff.129 

 

 
126 Patsavas’s transition from freelance to in-house supervisor is a monumental milestone and may 

ultimately reveal how the community of music supervisors perceives success in the profession. If arguably the most 

successful freelance music supervisor has moved in-house, will more supervisors begin seeking in-house positions 

sooner in their careers because she brings prestige to the position? 
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What we learn by looking at today’s supervisors is that there are really many possible 

channels into the field, and many supervisors actually credit luck or good timing for sort of 

“falling” into the role. Jen Malone, for example, served as music publicist for Nine Inch Nails 

and Marilyn Manson until she watched Iron Man (2008), saw the music supervisor credit, and 

said “That’s what I want to do.” She worked at a café and emailed music supervision firms for 

about a month until she was offered an internship with Dave Jordan, who had been the music 

supervisor for Iron Man. This moment of “chance” has resulted in a long career in the field, as 

well as a nomination for an Emmy in 2018 for her work on Atlanta.130 Long-time music 

supervisor Lynn Fainchten, whose credits include Babel (2006), Precious (2009), Miss Bala 

(2011), Lee Daniels’ The Butler (2013), Birdman (2014), and television series Dark (2017–

2019),131 among many others, said her start in the field was “totally unexpected” after she had 

worked as a DJ, then Director of MTV Latin America. She started by “coincidence” when she 

relocated to Mexico City. She said, “I didn’t have any idea of what I was doing. I didn’t know 

anything about contracts or procedures…I started totally by accident and I learned on the run.”132 

Other prominent music supervisors had musical backgrounds or training, but more 

naturally fell into the role simply by being “in the right place at the right time.” For example, 

Kerri Drootin, Director of Music Supervision and Licensing for NBCUniversal Television 

Music, grew up playing the drums and majored in ethnomusicology and minored in women’s 

studies at UCLA, graduating in 1999. Her career spans decades, and her credits include Psych, 
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The Office, Parks & Rec, Master of None (for which she received an Emmy nomination), The 

Good Place, and others.133 While Drootin did have experience in licensing, she made an 

unplanned entry into the music industry when she thought all along she would pursue graduate 

studies. She told me:  

…I graduated UCLA Ethno in ’99, and I started my first job working at Warner Brothers, 

licensing out their catalog to film and TV. I started as an assistant there, and then did my 

own deal-making and stuff there for a couple years. But it wasn’t too hard to get into this 

business back in ’99. That was where it was actually kind of easy to land! And I never 

had even heard of music supervision or anything, I just kind of landed in it, and was like, 

“Oh, my god, this is where I should be!” And I love it.134  

 

It is noteworthy that Drootin entered the field with publishing knowledge, having worked in 

licensing with Warner Brothers. 

Eddie Chavez, a colleague of Drootin’s in the same department at NBCUniversal, works 

as music supervisor for TV/Promo Music Services. Chavez and I were actually classmates and 

friends in the same vocal studio as undergraduates in the School of Music and Dance at San 

Diego State University. After earning his Bachelor of Music degree, Chavez earned the Master 

of Arts in Music Industry Administration degree from California State University, Northridge. 

With formal music training, Chavez “fell into” music supervision like Drootin. Still in graduate 

school, he learned of an opening with NBC and started in a temporary position more focused on 

business. Then as positions became available, he stepped into music clearance and music 

librarian roles, then moved into music supervision. Chavez recognizes that it was wise to study 

music, but he seems to credit his foray into the role with being in the right place at the right time,  
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noting how fortunate he has been to have things “fall into place.”135  

Perhaps innocuously, the individuals who credit their entry into the music supervision 

profession to luck, chance, or good timing overlook the importance of sociological concepts of 

social and cultural capital.136 Most, if not all, of the supervisors in these examples demonstrate 

several common threads, such as access to higher education, ability to perform low-wage or 

unpaid labor in the form of internships or temporary positions, and cultural awareness and social 

skills that facilitate navigation through the complex nexus of power relations in the industry. 

These factors are clearly linked to socioeconomic and cultural background, but they are shrouded 

by the element of chance, which seems pervasive across the industry. Comments like these, 

though, often work to retain the mystery seemingly inherent to the role, potentially making it 

more difficult for individuals with dissimilar backgrounds to put their foot into the proverbial 

door. 

Perhaps a more realistic understanding of career trajectories is having a balance of music 

knowledge tempered with a clear understanding of the legal and financial aspects of music 

clearance through the development of relationships with publishers or experience in a publishing 

firm. The importance of experience in publishing is often overshadowed by the other 

recommendations to glean intangible artistic skills of syncing music to the moving image. Music 

supervisor Michael Turner agrees. When asked about the most important suggestion he would 

give to those aspiring to enter the field, he says, 

Start working at a music publishing company, even an independent one. Learn about 

music copyrights. It’s important to focus on what IP [intellectual property] is, rather than 

 
135 Eddie Chavez, interview with author, February 27, 2019. 
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a physical product. Recordings are one-dimensional items while the intellectual property 

of a song has many applications and can be exploited in multiple ways.137 

 

To be sure, the topic of “how to become a music supervisor” has emerged as a common 

and legitimate question. While there are many “how-to” books on music supervision, music 

licensing, and music publishing, the truth is that there is such a diverse set of individuals who 

hold the “music supervisor” title that it would be difficult to suggest one particular pathway that 

would guarantee a foray into the profession, not to mention success in the field. I would even go 

so far to say that many websites or online courses that market a particular way to crack into the 

field are probably a waste of money as they carry no guarantee. While there are a number of 

divergent pathways that have led individuals into the field and role, there are, of course, certain 

commonalities in social and cultural capital that may make some pathways appear similar to 

others. Ranging from volunteering as a DJ for the campus radio show to holding an internship 

with the licensing or sync department at a major studio, and from being classically trained on an 

instrument to never having picked up an instrument, music supervisors’ backgrounds are diverse. 

And emphasis on having good taste in music and knowledge of eclectic genres as prerequisites 

for pursuing a career in music supervision mirrors the misunderstandings apparent in most 

reflections on the position, further mystifying the role by calling for innate artistic abilities and 

thereby complicating the position’s stance in the fabric of the field’s labor force.  

Conclusion 

In unpacking the primary issues facing music supervision as a field and profession, this chapter 

offers the first critical analysis of pervasive beliefs and perceptions that ultimately affect the 

ways in which music supervisors’ work, and how that work is understood. Findings related to 
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discourse concerning the role’s function and job title, as well as blurred lines between creative 

and business tasks further complicate mystery surrounding the profession. Questions of fair pay 

trouble the profession, while participating members unknowingly and knowingly reify related 

problems for other laborers in the field. The nature of employment in this profession, much like 

other segments of the entertainment industry, breeds self-exploitative or entrepreneurial labor 

that sometimes leads to unethical behavior. The standards of the profession in terms of conduct 

and business practice are not entirely transparent, and with most freelancers capitalizing upon 

freelance’s related benefits of increased freedom and autonomy, members of the music 

supervision community can be capable or accused of violating—at this point in time— an 

unstated ethical code of conduct.  

With study of the field and profession often confined in the pragmatism of industry 

programs and curriculum, as opposed to university courses interested in probing and working 

through these issues critically and theoretically, I believe the issues could worsen, especially as 

the confines of neoliberalism tighten. Meanwhile, misconceptions around the music supervision 

career contribute to the work of authors in popular literature, trade press, and materials targeting 

students, further complicating an already obfuscated definition of the profession. While this 

superficially appears to be relevant only for those seeking to develop a career in music 

supervision, the end result of oversimplification of career trajectories ultimately obscures aspects 

of the profession that, when made clear, could help members of the profession gain collective 

bargaining power and other benefits, as well as entry into other major industry awards. I will 

interrogate some of the related implications in the next two chapters. 
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Chapter 4: The Function of the Guild of Music Supervisors and Other Organizations 

 

The hallways were bustling, hundreds of conversations echoed as voices and laughter bounced 

off the walls. It was an atmosphere of camaraderie and congeniality, an environment of 

helpfulness, even gratitude. It was the fourth annual Guild of Music Supervisors State of Music 

in Media Conference. On September 15, 2018, hundreds of music industry personnel—music 

supervisors and aspiring music supervisors, undiscovered musicians and well-known artists, film 

producers and filmmakers, and so many others—gathered on the campus of the University of 

Southern California to discuss the current trends, issues, laws, and processes related to sync. 

I had previously interviewed Thomas Golubić, who at the time was president of the Guild 

of Music Supervisors, and we had spoken about how I might be involved, perhaps in a panel, but 

September 14 had arrived, and I still did not know how I would be participating, or if I would 

even be in attendance. Then that afternoon, Golubić offered me the opportunity of a lifetime: to 

be the keynote speaker’s campus escort for the day. Little did I know that this would become one 

of the most memorable days of my life. The keynote speaker was Leon Vitali, who had become 

famous as an actor, but had decided to retire from acting in order to serve as Stanley Kubrick’s 

assistant, a role he would hold for decades. Vitali not only had the best stories about his 

experience working with Kubrick on some of the most remarkable and formative films in 

history, but he also revealed a deeper part of the entertainment industry to me.  

Vitali shared weighty decisions, difficulties in balancing family and career, perseverance 

in the face of ridicule and the high standards of those in positions of power, and commitment to 

the craft of filmmaking in spite of the all-nighters and lengthy and exhausting work hours. I saw 

the human side of the industry that I had not seen for a while…or come to think of it...at all. In 

all my fieldwork, including internships around Los Angeles, people had tended to hide these 
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matters. There was either an insincere, but not dishonest, smile on the face, along with a sort of 

“I’m doing what I love” type of mentality, or an “I’m just glad to be part of something bigger 

than myself” attitude. But the depths of the human struggle, of an individual’s true experience 

had been, in some way or another, masked. 

Vitali showed me something greater than I had anticipated: that music supervisors and all 

those involved with the industry had similar stories, but perhaps weren’t as open about them. 

And that is what I needed most. After years of working on this dissertation, I had become critical 

of the issues in the industry, almost seeing people as cogs in this mechanism that just could not 

be stopped. But I see more now. Music supervisors have been doing the best they can in an 

industry and culture with so many complexities, so many obstacles. They are, indeed, aware of 

the issues I will be discussing here, even if they all have not knowingly critiqued them. 

Moreover, they are aware of certain changes that could be instigated in the profession to resolve 

them sooner rather than later.  

For example, some sessions at the conference spoke to those issues directly, such as the 

session titled “How to Navigate the Health Insurance Maze,” a necessary discussion because 

many music supervisors work as independent consultants who are responsible for their own 

health insurance and there is no union for music supervisors to collectively bargain for benefits. 

There was also a session titled “Addiction 101: Identifying Addiction and Starting the Road to 

Recovery,” because so many individuals in the industry struggle with its demands and seek 

refuge in unhealthy and even dangerous vices. There were other sessions as well, some of which 

I will discuss later. Most sessions were dedicated to less personal issues, such as the introduction 

of blockchain technology to resolve a lot of the issues inherent in industry communication. But I 

needed something like this conference to remember that this field of music supervision, which I 
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have studied since 2013, is a living, breathing organism, a culture in the Geertzian sense.1 Over 

the years, I had held internships which helped me gain many insights into the structure and 

processes of the sync industry, but I had lost touch with the challenges of the individuals in the 

processes. I had essentially spanned the pendulum that swings from one end of the spectrum of 

naively thinking that every player in the industry voices their creativity equally to the other end 

of distrust and disdain for structures that seem to silence voices while strengthening voices 

already in power. It was a wild ride to be sure. But at this conference, I had finally found a stable 

and sound position.  

Until this conference, my fieldwork had mostly been in the form of internships, although 

I had completed interviews as well. After holding these internships, I felt I had gleaned a good 

understanding of the industry, and many aspects of production. My internships afforded me 

opportunities to have conversations with industry players I might have otherwise never accessed, 

and they enabled me to attend and participate in a number of industry events and seminars. As an 

intern, though, I am sure I had an illuminating, albeit sheltered, experience. As innocuous or 

unintentional as it was, I believe some professionals sought to protect their positions, while 

simultaneously sheltering new faces from the downside of the industry. There were several 

individuals who obviously veiled the problems of equal pay, access to health insurance, and 

horrible working hours. Most considered these elements par for the course in the entertainment 

industry, something to be expected and accepted, in fact many of my interlocutors expressed 

these sentiments plainly.  

There were a few individuals who were completely honest with their choice of 

workplace. For instance, one individual explained why she did not pursue a career as a freelance 

 
1 See Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books, 2000). 
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music supervisor: she simply wanted the health and dental insurance that a stable, though 

perhaps less creatively challenging and rewarding, firm could provide. Meanwhile, there were 

less subtle problems in the industry, many of which I have explored in previous chapters, and 

individuals who either chose not to hide them, or realized that, because of their influential 

position, there was no need to do so. For instance, a very high-profile supervisor regularly 

solicits applications for a six-month to yearlong, full-time internship with no pay, no benefits, no 

insurance. While top performers in the profession critique low-figure music budgets, they 

continue taking on more work and outsourcing labor, generally offering low pay without benefits 

or insurance.  

Based on my interviews and conversations with sync personnel, it seems like industry 

players want the Guild to become the solution to these problems. However, the function of the 

Guild is tentative and slow to incite drastic change. Because it is a non-profit organization, as 

opposed to a labor union, many solutions related to labor that have been discussed among the 

members have not manifested. Without a full-fledged union, music supervisors—and particularly 

freelance supervisors, who are in an “interdependent relationship with firms in the industries in 

which they work”2—appear stuck in a state of limbo. They are simply independent contractors 

who do not hold much negotiating leverage or economic power. Even the name of the Guild 

harkens back to Medieval craft guilds, which focused on protection of the craft and long-term 

apprenticeships. In name, the Guild of Music Supervisors is similar to most trade associations in 

Hollywood, such as the Directors Guild of America, Producers Guild of America, Writers Guild 

of America, and Screen Actors Guild - American Federation of Television and Radio Artists. But 

 
2 Susan Christopherson, “Beyond the Self-Expressive Creative Worker: An Industry Perspective on 

Entertainment Media,” Theory, Culture & Society 25, no. 7–8 (2008): 74, https://doi.org/10.1177/ 

0263276408097797. 
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in practice, the Guild appears to work more like a business society offering professionals of the 

trade educational resources and other helpful community events. 

Origins 

The first annual Hollywood Reporter/Billboard Film & TV Music Conference was held in 2007, 

and it featured an entire day of events dedicated to music supervision as a profession.3 A 

discussion at an affiliated luncheon in November of that same year marked perhaps the first 

public indication of the intent to form an organization that would represent music supervision as 

a field and profession. Chuck Crisafulli covered the news in an article for The Hollywood 

Reporter, highlighting Maureen Crowe as the champion of the proposed Guild.4 Crowe had 

recently served as president of the Los Angeles chapter of the National Academy of Recording 

Arts and Sciences (NARAS), and she had proven to be integral in obtaining voting rights for 

music supervisors. She explains her reasoning behind the proposed Guild:  

It’s nice if somebody knows their way around iTunes, but that’s not music supervision. 

When you bring in a true music supervisor, a project moves to another level, and a 

supervisor who can help a project out creatively, financially, legally and in terms of 

efficiency—a music supervisor who can help you make your day because problems were 

taken care of before they became problems—that kind of supervisor can be a producer’s 

or director’s best friend.5 

 

The Guild of Music Supervisors officially launched in Los Angeles in 2010, marking an 

important milestone for the profession. The popularity of the music supervisor role and the 

increase in individuals participating in sync arguably warranted a standardization and 

consolidation of the profession. Led by Crowe, prominent individuals working in music 

 
3 Tim J. Anderson, Popular Music in a Digital Music Economy: Problems and Practices for an Emerging 

Service Industry (New York: Routledge, 2014), 124. 

 
4 Anderson, Popular Music, 124. 

 
5 Chuck Crisafulli, “Music Supervision Starts with Passion for the Form,” The Hollywood Reporter, 

November 1, 2007, http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/music-supervision-starts-passion-form-153986. 

Quoted in Anderson, Popular Music, 124. 



 

 202 

 

supervision joined forces to create a board to oversee the non-profit organization. Founding 

members included those who are now the top supervisors of the field: PJ Bloom, Gary Calamar, 

Maureen Crowe, Thomas Golubić, Bonnie Greenberg, Joel C. High, John Houlihan, Julie 

Houlihan, Dave Jordan, Evyen Klean, Jonathan McHugh, Alexandra Patsavas, Steve Schnur, 

Robin Urdang, and Becky Mancuso Winding. With membership first available by invitation 

only, it seems that the early formers had desired the Guild to become similar to the Producers 

Guild of America (PGA), the non-profit organization that “represents, protects and promotes the 

interests of all members of the producing team in film, television and new media.”6  

The Guild had created committees related to “Membership, Events and Fundraising, 

Health Care, and the creation of a ‘Mission and Roles of a Music Supervisor Statement.’” One 

primary concern Crowe had indicated was the significance of crafting a standardization of the 

role, which would allow employers to determine if a music supervisor was a member of the 

Guild and would therefore provide services that followed best practices and met industry 

standards. In 2011, Crowe said, “Once a Music Supervisor is accepted into the Guild, the GMS 

stamp is a sign to producers, directors and executives that this is a qualified Music Supervisor.”7 

Essentially, being a member of the Guild would presumably provide supervisors with the “stamp 

of approval” from the profession’s leaders. As an extension, it is feasible that members would 

organically enjoy more security in labor conditions, benefits, and other terms of employment. 

However, many factors played into the Guild’s development, and ultimately it has 

accomplished only a handful of achievements. The Guild’s operations have not always been as 

organized as they are now in 2020, or as well thought of by music supervisors, especially 

 
6 “About the PGA,” Producers Guild of America, accessed February 8, 2020, 

https://www.producersguild.org/page/about_the_pga. 

 
7 Anderson, Popular Music, 124. 
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between 2010 and 2017, when the small group of leading supervisors were doing their best to 

achieve a large set of lofty goals while already working full-time or over full-time as supervisors. 

Perhaps the resources just were not in place. One music supervisor I interviewed wished to 

remain anonymous in commenting that they had tried to submit dues several times, but never 

received a reply from the Treasurer. This supervisor was interested in becoming involved in the 

Guild’s efforts, but found it difficult in light of the Guild’s lack of organization, structure, and 

consistent communication.8 

Although the aims of the Guild have been a bit ambiguous at times, Thomas Golubić, 

who served as president of the organization from 2017 to 2019, explains its origins: 

When Maureen Crowe launched The Guild and a group of us became the founding 

members, Joel [C. High] and myself included, we all felt that the profession needed to 

have a group that represented its needs as a whole, the ability to have educational 

resources and advocacy, and to bring a rather disparate group together, especially people 

who were very vulnerable because there was no union. There was no structure. They 

were a very exploitable group.9 

 

Golubić’s description of the impetus behind the Guild’s establishment conveys passion and 

concern related to labor and exploitation, much like the impetus behind the PGA, but materials 

on the Guild’s website seem to downplay its union-like qualities, more often highlighting its 

function as “education and professional resource.” The Guild’s “About GMS” page states that 

the organization “provides an environment in which the knowledge, resources, and skills specific 

to music supervision are expanded and shared as a means to sustain the highest level of 

professionalism and evolve the collective expertise.”10 

 
8 Anonymous interview with author, May 18, 2018. 

 
9 David Weiss, “10 Years Strong: Thomas Golubić and Joel. C High on the Past, Present and Future of The 

Guild of Music Supervisors,” Synchtank, June 30, 2019, https://www.synchtank.com/blog/10-years-strong-thomas-

golubic-and-joel-c-high-on-the-past-present-and-future-of-the-guild-of-music-supervisors/. 

 
10 “About GMS,” Guild of Music Supervisors, accessed September 30, 2020, 

https://www.guildofmusicsupervisors.com/about-gms. 
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Yet Golubić’s comments about the Guild’s original intentions still emphasize issues of 

labor, and hint at many similarities to the PGA’s driving goals (see Figure 4.1).  

Expansion of HEALTH BENEFITS to include every Guild member 

otherwise unable to secure health coverage, whether increased access 

to the Motion Picture & Television Industry plan, or the creation of 

new PGA benefits offering a wider variety of insurance. 

 

Providing as many members as possible with JOBS, via expansion of 

the PGA job listings, continued training opportunities via the Guild’s 

Seminar and Mentoring programs, taking a proactive approach 

towards contacting new productions and promulgating the PGA as 

the best source of experienced producing talent. 

 

Continued emphasis on CREDITS, building on strong relationships 

with the Motion Picture and Television Academies, encouraging 

studio adoption of the Producers Code of Credits, and pursuing an 

aggressive and public legal strategy against productions which 

continue to utilize deceptive credits. 

 

Publicly endorsing the adoption of and adherence to established legal 

standards for industry WORKING CONDITIONS, including 

conforming to state law regarding such issues as hours and excessive 

overtime, as well as workplace safety. 

 

Working with other Guilds, studios, networks and companies to 

promote the GENERAL WELFARE of our industry and seek a 

harmonious resolution to issues of contention. 

 

Figure 4.1:  The Primary Goals of the Producers Guild of America11 

 

But the Guild has achieved notable success in only some of these areas. One of its earliest 

accomplishments was thoroughly defining music supervision as a field, as well as clarifying the 

specifics of the role to the entertainment industry as a whole and society at large. When I spoke 

with Golubić during his tenure as president, he said, “My involvement with [the Guild] is partly 

out of the frustration of people not knowing what we do, or having misconceptions about it, and 

then likewise, I think that one of the other things that is very frustrating is how we are constantly 

 
11 Producers Guild of America, “About the PGA.”  
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struggling to validate the work that we do.” He went on to contrast the challenges supervisors 

face compared to other professionals in the industry who have already established their positions 

and communities, saying, “I don’t see casting directors having to validate their fees. I don’t see 

Directors of Photography having to fight for being able to get a proper budget for camerawork 

and so forth. I mean they do, to a certain degree, but perhaps not at the same level.”12 Golubić 

attributes most of the stark difference in economic struggles among professions to the lack of 

knowledge and common understanding of the music supervisor’s contribution to and value in the 

industry and beyond. He sees the Guild as a major factor in resolving these problems, explaining 

that his goal, “as the Guild is able to expand [its] reach, and find new ways of engaging the 

public at large, and the media profession, and all the media professionals within the ecosystem,” 

is to illustrate and convey what supervisors do and educate others about their contributions with 

the hope that “they will also gain greater appreciation, and it will be a little bit easier for music 

supervisors to make a proper living at it.” But Golubić’s strained tone conveyed that this has not 

been an easy task when he said, “I think that’s been a constant struggle, and it’s one that’s deeply 

frustrating.”13  

Membership and Networking 

 

If the Guild does not perform the typical tasks of a union or similar organization, one may 

wonder what purpose it serves for its members. It might seek to validate the role, but what is its 

concrete contribution to laborers in the profession? At the moment, membership is perhaps most 

valued because of the learning community and networking events that the Guild offers. When I 

spoke with music supervisor Michael Welsh, he suggested that the Guild serves best the younger 

 
12 Thomas Golubić, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 

 
13 Thomas Golubić, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 
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generations of music supervisors who are actively engaged in social media and want to “share 

everything” and interact with a community in real life. He also expressed that he understood the 

value of networking at Guild-sponsored events, noting how networking has obviously changed 

since his early days in the profession. He said, “That’s a value, I think, if somebody didn’t know 

some publisher, or somebody—a record label or a contact—they’d call them and they’d network 

that way. And it was the opposite of me when I was young and starting out with this thing.”14  

These generational differences are perhaps more pronounced for Welsh, who has worked 

in music supervision for decades and has seen the evolution of the profession. He said:  

Here’s a good example of a generational difference: In the ’80s, you had a Rolodex—a 

physical Rolodex—of all the people you knew and all the contacts that you had. Well, 

you covered that; you didn’t share that with anybody. It was hard to find people then; 

now it’s easy. So, with LinkedIn, for example, everybody shares everybody’s contacts. 

Well, no! I was taught you don’t share anything, because you form those relationships. 

And it was very cagey. So all that’s changing, I think that’s a big generational difference 

between people that are my age and the people who are in their 30s and 40s.15 

 

Welsh seems to be accurate in noting the Guild’s appeal to younger generations of supervisors, 

especially aspiring supervisors and students. From my observations of demographics at Guild 

events, I saw quite a range in age, but the majority did seem to be in their 30s and 40s. 

As of 2020, the Guild has been in operation for more than a decade, and it has seen 

exponential growth in its membership, perhaps primarily because its membership scheme 

switched over to different levels based on experience and job title, and potential members now 

submit applications to join. There are several tiers of membership for music supervisors with 

varying amounts of annual dues, such as Freelance Membership for independent supervisors at 

$150 per year, Corporate Membership for supervisors working at studios or larger companies at 

 
14 Michael Welsh, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 

 
15 Michael Welsh, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 
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$150 per year, Foreign Affiliate for supervisors working abroad at $100 per year, and free-of-

charge Legacy Membership for supervisors who have retired or semi-retired. The Guild recently 

expanded its membership levels with the Associate Membership available for aspiring music 

supervisors or those involved at any point in the supervisory chain, such as assistants, 

coordinators, licensors, editors, those working in clearance, and so forth, at $100 per year. There 

is also an option to join as a “Friend of the Guild.” While not officially considered Guild 

“membership,” this is an option available to artists, composers, students, producers, and other 

ancillary roles at $100 per year. Once membership applications are submitted, the Guild’s 

Membership committee can take one to two months to review, determine eligibility, and offer or 

decline membership.16  

Credits 

 

If we refer back to Crowe’s notion of the Guild providing a “stamp of approval,” which I argue 

would have been similar to the function of the PGA, then the Guild might actually be getting 

somewhat closer to reaching that goal. The PGA letters that appear after an individual’s name in 

a project’s credits mean quite a bit and bring to mind the legitimacy of producing as a craft that 

is well-defined, well-protected, and arguably well-paid. To my knowledge, the first appearance 

of post-nominal GMS letters in a project’s credits occurred just this year in a project the Guild’s 

current president, Joel C. High, worked on for Tyler Perry Studios titled A Fall from Grace for 

Netflix.17 Interestingly, there was not too much hype about this potentially groundbreaking 

 
16 “Music Supervisor Memberships,” Guild of Music Supervisors, accessed December 3, 2019, 

https://www.guildofmusicsupervisors.com/music-supervisor-memberships. The “Legacy Membership” level raises 

other issues in my thinking. In a field that is still relatively young, I doubt many people occupy this membership 

level. But as more and more now-veteran music supervisors start to reach retirement age, what will the Guild do for 

them, and what will the Guild do to help freelancers, especially, obtain pension benefits?. 

 
17 A Fall from Grace, directed by Tyler Perry (Los Gatos, CA: Netflix, 2020), https://www.netflix.com/ 

title/81127902. 
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moment, and there was no article on the topic posted on the Guild’s website. I discovered this 

occurrence only through a tweet Joel C. High posted on January 18, 2020 (see Figure 4.2). 

 

 
 

Figure 4.2: Joel C. High’s Post-Nominal GMS Screen Credit Post on Twitter18 

 

I posted the following comment in response: “Great idea to have GMS after your name!! 

Is this the future of music supervision credits?”19 I had hoped to spark some discussion about the 

future of music supervision credits, but not very many people engaged with High’s post or my 

comment. While High has more than 5,500 followers, the reactions to the post were quite 

minimal, perhaps signaling a lack of enthusiasm for this to become standard practice. I have yet 

to see any similar credits in my own personal viewing time, and there has not been any formal or 

informal publication on the matter. I do believe conversations about such practice are occurring 

at Guild-sponsored events, and even behind the scenes in the music supervision community at 

 
18 Joel C. High (@cre8tv_ctrl), #FallFromGrace came out on @netflix yesterday from @tylerperry!Check 

out my credit @guildofmusic peers! #GMS #SquadGoals thx @TPstudios,” January 18, 2020, 6:23 p.m. 

https://twitter.com/cre8ve_ctrl/status/1218720532167708672. 

 
19 Breena Loraine (@BreenaLoraine), “Great idea to have GMS after your name!! Is this the future of 

music supervision credits?,” January 19, 2020, 9:14 a.m., https://twitter.com/BreenaLoraine/status/ 

1218944769822314496. 
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large. But, if the Guild does not extend its efforts to provide greater support for the music 

supervision community and increased leverage that a union or similarly structured organization 

would provide, I do not believe many music supervisors will follow suit by adding GMS after 

their name, since the benefits of doing so remain unclear.  

Certainly, at the moment, the GMS letters after a credit do not carry the same weight as, 

say, the PGA letters. Especially in an industry in which personal branding matters so much, 

particularly to freelancers, it is conceivable that supervisors will continue to forego the letters 

unless the Guild offers them more than networking opportunities and awards. On the other hand, 

if post-nominal letters do become trendy and they catch on as standard practice, perhaps the 

legitimacy of the Guild will follow organically. But this seems unlikely, and in-house 

supervisors would be even less inclined to incorporate the letters. Still, if more music 

supervisors, and Guild board members in particular, start using these letters, then those who do 

not use them might appear out of touch with the latest practice in the profession, and other 

industry players may start to question their own standing in the field, so viewers may very well 

see an increase in these letters. 

Expansion 

 

Since its establishment, and most certainly during Golubić’s tenure as president from 2017 to 

2019, the Guild has become much larger in membership, better defined in purpose, and more 

active in hosting events and discussions. Golubić expressed other goals of his, such as 

identifying “ways to make the job easier for many,” and providing opportunities for leading 

music supervisors “to share their knowledge and their experience with younger professionals, to 

help the next generation have an easier time than perhaps the generation” of which he was a 
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part.20 In many ways, Golubić has proven essential in accomplishing such efforts. The Guild is 

undoubtedly the premier organization for education, resources, and professional events for the 

profession, and its success has spurred similar organizations nationally and internationally by 

way of aiding in the launch of affiliated chapters.  

When the UK & European Guild of Music Supervisors officially launched on April 6, 

2017, Iain Cooke, music supervisor and president of the new chapter, said:  

We are delighted to be launching the UK & European Guild of Music Supervisors, 

building on the success of the North American chapter. We feel there is a genuine need 

for a Guild to provide a united voice and sense of community amongst music supervisors, 

both for people working in the industry, and also as a place for future generations to feel 

inspired, connect with and develop professional relationships with supervisors at the top 

of their game who can help mentor them on their career path. The impact of music is 

universal and our ambition is for the Guild to be a place to share ideas, best practice and 

topical issues which concern the industry at large and a resource for all throughout the 

creative industries.21 

 

The UK & European Guild mirrors the North American organization’s goals, and it further 

builds upon the attempt to serve as the community’s advocate and beacon. Cooke’s emphasis on 

the organizations’ efforts “to provide a united voice” demonstrates the international desire for 

advocacy in a field that still lacks a union. Such goals, as well as events enabling members to 

hold conversations pertaining to “best practice and topical issues,” mirror the development of the 

Guild in Los Angeles, and their membership also exists in a similarly tiered scheme.22 

 
20 Weiss, “10 Years Strong.” 

 
21 Ben Homewood, “UK & European Guild of Music Supervisors Announces Launch,” Music Week 

(London), April 4, 2017, https://www.musicweek.com/media/read/uk-european-guild-of-music-supervisors-

announces-launch/068062. 

 
22 Homewood, “UK & European Guild”; “The UK & European Guild of Music Supervisors,” Guild of 

Music Supervisors UK, accessed March 2, 2020, www.guildofmusicsupervisors.co.uk. 
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Just a few months after the UK & European chapter’s launch, the Guild announced the 

launch of a Canadian chapter on June 13, 2017, with Michael A. Perlmutter, music supervisor 

and owner of instinct entertainment, as its first president. Perlmutter said: 

The recent news that the Emmys will now be recognizing Music Supervisors with an 

“Outstanding Music Supervision” category is indicative of how much our industry has 

grown over the past decade…That growth has been exponential in Canada and it was 

definitely the right time to band together to form our own Chapter. We are looking 

forward to offering our clients the best creative and administrative services possible as 

well as introducing educational programs for emerging supervisors and for the entire 

“filmed media” industry.23 

 

In addition, the Guild has been sponsoring events in New York for several years, and it 

established a chapter there as well. Led by Ed Gerrard, music supervisor and co-founder of 

Impact Artist Management, the chapter has hosted panels, workshops, social events, and music 

performances.24 It was known as the “Guild of Music Supervisors NY” for at least a year. As of 

May 2020, the chapter reconceptualized its reach, changed its name to reflect the broader East 

Coast region, expanded their presence on social media, and made some other modifications to 

the construction of the committee.25  

Conferences 

 

The first annual Guild of Music Supervisors State of Music in Media Conference was held in 

2014. Since then, annual attendance has grown, and conference venues have become larger and 

larger to accommodate dozens of panels, hundreds of attendees, and live performances. Sessions 

are typically topically diverse, and intended for multiple audiences. The 2019 conference held at 

 
23 “The Guild of Music Supervisors Launches a Canadian Chapter,” Guild of Music Supervisors, last 

modified June 14, 2017, https://www.guildofmusicsupervisors.com/single-post/2017/06/14/THE-GUILD-OF-

MUSIC-SUPERVISORS-LAUNCHES-A-CANADIAN-CHAPTER. 

 
24 Guild of Music Supervisors East, Facebook, accessed May 23, 2020, https://www.facebook.com/ 

guildofmusicsupervisorseast/. 

 
25 Guild of Music Supervisors East, “GMS NY is now GMS East,” Facebook, accessed May 23, 2020, 

https://www.facebook.com/guildofmusicsupervisorseast/. 
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the Los Angeles Film School, for example, included sessions that provided insights for 

navigating roles and relationships in the supervisory chain, current economic conditions and their 

impact upon the supervisory chain, and tips on music supervision for advertising, among many 

others intended for publishers, songwriters, and music coordinators.26 The sessions prove 

indispensable for anyone seeking to advance in the field of music supervision and related 

clearance or publishing activities. Speakers frequently provide insider tips and extensive 

knowledge gained from major film projects. They sometimes provide visuals of specific 

examples as well, such as cue sheets, although particulars are usually modified due to the 

prevalence of non-disclosure agreements. 

Other industry conferences provide additional opportunities for people to learn about 

music supervision and engage with those involved in the field as well. In 2018, Variety hosted 

the first Music for Screens Summit in Hollywood.27 Topics related to diversity and female 

composers, as well as proper wages and the concept of giving credit where credit is due within 

the field of music supervision specifically. Variety reporter Chris Willman describes the music 

supervision panel as “a study in ironies,” explaining how “the profession doesn’t pay as well as it 

should or get the respect it deserves… yet everybody wants to get in on it.”28 As explored in 

Chapter Two, this line of reasoning fits well with Gillian Ursell’s claim that the fame and higher 

 
26 “Daniel Lanois, Neil Portnow Among Speakers at Guild of Music Supervisors Conference,” Variety, last 

modified September 4, 2019, https://variety.com/2019/music/news/guild-of-music-supervisors-conference-program-

1203322870/. 

 
27 Chris Willman, “Variety’s Music for Screens Summit Tackles Diversity, Pay and Awards Contention,” 

Variety, October 31, 2018, https://variety.com/2018/music/news/variety-music-for-screens-summit-recap-

1203015784/. 

 
28 Willman, “Variety’s Music.” 



 

 213 

 

pay top performers enjoy are motivating factors keeping those at the “bottom end entranced and 

enlisted.”29  

Even film societies have begun to offer panels on music supervision and pitch 

opportunities.30 In addition to these conferences, Krieg Thomas, who currently serves on the 

Guild’s board, recommends the following industry conferences for music supervisors: South by 

Southwest (SXSW), Nashville Film Festival, ASCAP I Create Music Expo, Durango 

Songwriters Expo, MUSEXPO, Canadian Music Week, Sync Summit, and Canadian Music 

Café, which was launched in 2008 and is co-produced by the Canadian Music Publishers 

Association and the Canadian Independent Music Association (CIMA).31 The Canadian Music 

Café is held at the Toronto International Film Festival and gives an opportunity for Canadian 

musicians to present their work to music supervisors and other industry players.32 The 

Vancouver International Film Festival AMP (VIFF AMP) Summit also hosts a conference that 

directly addresses music supervision.33 Conferences that cover music supervision have 

dramatically expanded, now spanning the international music scene with the Sync Summit 

Tokyo.”34 

 
29 See Gillian Ursell, “Television Production: Issues of Exploitation, Commodification and Subjectivity in 

UK Television Labour Markets,” Media, Culture & Society 22, no. 6 (November 2000): 818, https://doi.org/ 

10.1177/016344300022006006. 

 
30 “Music Initiative,” New Orleans Films Society, accessed March 1, 2020, 

https://neworleansfilmsociety.org/musicinitiative/. 

 
31 Amanda Krieg Thomas, Thinking in Sync: A Primer on the Mind of a Music Supervisor (N.p: Amanda 

Krieg Thomas, 2019), Location 1492, Kindle. 

 
32 “Canadian Music Café Returns for Its 10th Year this September,” Canadian Independent Music 

Association, last modified June 7, 2018, https://cimamusic.ca/news/recent-news/read,article/17630/canadian-music-

cafe-returns-for-its-10th-year-this-september.  

 
33 “VIFF AMP 2019,” Creative BC, accessed February 10, 2020, https://www.creativebc.com/ 

community/news/ calendar/events/1007.php. 

 
34 Rob Schwartz, “Inside the First Ever Sync Summit Tokyo,” Billboard, October 24, 2019, 

https://www.billboard.com/articles/business/8540105/sync-summit-tokyo-founder-ceo-mark-frieser-interview. 
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Awards Ceremonies 

 

The Guild hosted its first annual awards event in 2011 and has held an awards event every year 

since. The first event still served a relatively small community, so instead of a ceremony, the 

Guild simply hosted a brunch. The following year the Guild hosted another brunch at the 

Magnolia Downtown restaurant, which Krieg Thomas describes: 

The crowd, comprised of music libraries, labels, publishers, studio executives and 

independent supervisors large and small, was chatty and buoyant (possibly due to the free 

flowing champagne, mimosas and bellinis), packing the restaurant and spilling out onto 

both the front and rear patios.  As always, with this tight knit community, it felt more like 

a casual garden party than a formal affair.  Presenters giggled their way through the lists 

of nominees, and tossed out industry inside jokes on the fly. Even a few technical 

difficulties couldn’t dampen the mood.35 

 

By 2014 and 2015, the events had expanded in size, becoming full-fledged ceremonies. 

The awards shows were held at Mack Sennett Studios, featured higher-profile award presenters, 

and were covered by trade press.36 By 2016, the ceremony had grown considerably, welcoming 

top performers like Meghan Trainor and Andra Day, and it had moved into The Theater at Ace 

Hotel, where it remained until 2019.37 When I volunteered at the ceremony in 2019, the lobby 

and walkways were essentially bursting at the seams, so it was no surprise that a much larger 

venue, The Wiltern, was sought out for the 2020 ceremony. Over the course of a decade, the 

 
35 Amanda Krieg Thomas, “Music in Media / Guild of Music Supervisors Holds First Awards Brunch,” 

Tadpole Audio (blog), February 17, 2011, http://tadpoleaudio.com/2011/02/music-in-media-the-guild-of-music-

supervisors-first-awards-brunch/. 

 
36 Steve Chagollan, “Guild of Music Supervisors Awards Honor ‘Guardians,’ ‘Nashville,’ ‘Whiplash,’” 

Variety, January 22, 2015, https://variety.com/2015/music/news/guild-of-music-supervisors-awards-honor-

guardians-nashville-whiplash-1201411827/; Phil Gallo, “Music Supervisors Guild Honors ‘Nashville,’ ‘Begin 

Again,’ ‘Fault in Our Stars,’” Billboard, January 22, 2015, https://www.billboard.com/articles/news/6450337/music-

supervisors-guild-nashville-begin-again-fault-in-our-stars-guardians-of-the-galaxy; “Fifth Annual Guild of Music 

Supervisors Awards January 21, 2015 at Mack Sennett Studios in Hollywood,” GMS Awards, accessed March 1, 

2020, https://www.gmsawards.com/old-5th-annual-gms-awards. 

 
37 “Sixth Annual Guild of Music Supervisors Awards January 21, 2016 at The Theatre at Ace Hotel in Los 

Angeles,” GMS Awards, accessed March 1, 2020, https://www.gmsawards.com/6th-annual-gms-awards. 
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Guild has increased the number of award categories, and each ceremony seems to accomplish 

much more than the last, in terms of talent involved in presenting the awards and artists featured 

in live performances. The ceremony’s consistent growth and increased coverage by press signals 

a broader legitimization of the field in terms of the industry’s overall recognition. 

At the same time, categories for music supervision in the entertainment industry’s major 

annual awards are finally emerging. Earning these categories was not a simple task for 

supervisors. And it was not an easy process to identify who could be considered music 

supervisors, what duties that individual would have to perform in order to become eligible for a 

nomination, and how music supervisors would be able to vote in other award categories.38 

Maureen Crowe, Thomas Golubić, and other prominent supervisors representing the Guild at 

large worked tirelessly to secure music supervisor eligibility for the Emmy and Grammy 

Awards.39 In 2015, music supervisors finally “gained entry into the music branch” of the 

Emmys, and the Primetime Emmy Award for Outstanding Music Supervision was officially 

launched in 2017.40  

While this was a major achievement for the music supervision community, the whole 

process was met with much contention from other players in the industry.41 Thomas Golubić 

explains the struggle from his perspective, stating, “In the Television Academy, for instance, the 

 
38 As mentioned in the previous chapter, one clear result of inconsistencies in the understanding of the 

music supervisor title and job description, is a lag in the creation of award categories, as well as a range of nominees 

who are lumped into the category as de facto or pseudo music supervisors. 

 
39 Tim Greiving, “And the Emmy Goes to…Music Supervisor,” The Washington Post, September 1, 2017, 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/music/and-the-emmy-goes-to----music-

supervisor/2017/09/01/f4b745c6-8358-11e7-ab27-1a21a8e006ab_story.html. 

 
40 Jon Burlingame, “Bridging the Emmys-Music Supervisor Divide,” Variety 345, no. 6 (August 20, 2019): 

86, https://search.proquest.com/docview/2278744873. 

 
41 Jon Burlingame, “Television Academy Spars Over Membership of Music Supervisors,” Variety, March 

25, 2015, https://variety.com/2015/biz/news/tv-academy-music-supervisors-membership-1201459182/. 
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composers didn’t want to bring in supervisors because a lot of them felt threatened or didn’t 

really understand what we did. They viewed us as being competition instead of being 

colleagues.”42 Golubić’s remark hints at sentiments analogous to the tension between supervisors 

and composers in the early period of music supervision, during which time some composers saw 

supervisors as “the enemy,” 43 suggesting some of these perceptions have lasted through the 

years.  

Beyond these tensions, though, Golubić touches on critical industry issues. Factoring into 

his reasoning as to why music supervisors had gained entry into the Emmys, but not the 

Academy Awards, were issues of race and gender in a time when the Academy of Motion 

Picture Arts and Sciences would soon come under fire for lack of diversity and overwhelming 

“male whiteness.”44 He explains, 

The TV Academy made their changes partly because they realized we are major 

contributors to the storytelling. Also, they had a problem with white male membership. 

We have an almost 50/50 male-female split. We have greater diversity in our community. 

The fact that the film academy hasn’t done that yet is, in my mind, just an example of 

them having further entrenched problems and maybe the same communication issues.45 

 

It is also possible that the television industry is more hospitable to music supervisors 

because music can play a larger role in the development of world-building in shows within and 

across seasons, and the total number of licensed compositions can generally outnumber those in 

 
42 James Patrick Herman, “Guild of Music Supervisors President: ‘The Economics of the Job Don’t Work 

Anymore,’” Variety, September 16, 2019, https://variety.com/2019/music/news/music-supervisors-economics-guild-

conference-1203338313/. 

 
43 Robert Hershon, “They’re Playing Your Song: The Role of the Music Supervisor,” Cineaste 26, no. 3 

(Summer 2001): 24, https://search.proquest.com/docview/20484325124. 

 
44 See April Reign, “#OscarsSoWhite Creator: With a Mostly White Academy, What Could We Expect? 

(Column),” Variety, January 15, 2020, https://variety.com/2020/film/news/oscarssowhite-nominations-diversity-

april-reign-1203467389/; John Burn-Murdoch, Chelsea Bruce-Lockhart, and Liz Faunce, “The Oscars Diversity 

Problem in Charts: How the Academy Awards Fail to Reflect the Gender and Racial Balance of the US Population,” 

Financial Times, February 6, 2020, https://www.ft.com/content/ca2e8368-48e6-11ea-aeb3-955839e06441. 
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a typical film. And with the conceptualization of music supervisors as the new A&R, their value 

and contribution to television have become easier to quantify. The synergistic relationship 

between artist discovery and show popularity provides plenty of data to analyze direct 

correlations and draw conclusions about the part music supervision has played in the financial 

success of a show. 

For similar reasons, perhaps, the Recording Academy has now formally recognized 

music supervision. Although the Grammy Award for Best Compilation Soundtrack for Visual 

Media was originally introduced in 2000, it was not until 2018 that music supervisors could be 

included in the nominations. Prior to this, individuals who were credited as producers—and who 

had arguably done less work than the music supervisors—were eligible. Golubić explains: 

A lot of people muscle in on producer credit…Sometimes producers are actively 

involved, but that shuts out supervisors’ key role in stitching projects together. Producers 

were winning awards when they hadn’t been as creatively involved as supervisors. 

Supervision is a creative craft with a huge influence on the quality of a project. 

 

Golubić celebrated the moment, stating, “There’s a growing understanding that supervision is a 

key contributor to storytelling. That credit is long overdue.”46  

There are, of course, other awards organizations that recognize music supervisors in their 

categories, such as Hollywood Music in Media Awards, Women in Music’s “Women in Sync 

Awards,” and several others.47 But music supervisors are still not part of the Academy of Motion 

Picture Arts and Sciences music branch and remain ineligible for the Academy Awards.48 While 

 
46 August Brown, “Music Supervisors Step into the Spotlight with New Grammy Eligibility in Soundtrack 

Category,” Los Angeles Times, December 17, 2018, https://www.latimes.com/entertainment/music/la-en-ms-

soundtracks-music-supervision-20181217-story.html. 

 
47 “Women in Sync Awards,” Women in Music, accessed March 4, 2020, 

https://womeninmusic.wildapricot.org/widget/event-2248550; “Hollywood Music in Media Awards,” Hollywood 

Music in Media Awards, accessed March 4, 2020, https://www.hmmawards.com. 
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key music supervisors have been lobbying for entry for quite some time, they will continue doing 

so in the years to come until they accomplish this goal.  

Response to Current Events of 2020 

 

In early 2020, spread of the 2019 novel coronavirus (COVID-19) developed into a global 

pandemic, resulting in quarantine orders to be called across the United States. California’s Stay-

At-Home Order, enacted by Governor Gavin Newsom on March 19, 2020, had a major impact 

on the entertainment industry. The sector affected the most by quarantine was, of course, 

“theatrical, live, and experiential entertainment,” but streaming companies were negatively 

affected as well, as production efforts were brought to a screeching halt. 49 As music supervision 

tasks for pilot television shows, films scheduled for theatrical release, and productions paused by 

studio shutdowns saw reduction, work on items already in postproduction as well as advertising 

projects focused on more relevant issues, such as social distancing and mask usage continued, 

albeit at slower paces for most professionals.  

As illustrated in the preceding chapters, much of the supervisor’s work and interactions 

with other industry players are completed electronically, mostly via email communication. 

Consequently, many supervisors, especially in-house supervisors, were able to proceed with their 

work remotely with little to no downtime. Conversely, many freelance supervisors had a tougher 

time and struggled with inconsistent or drastically reduced workloads. But interest in licensing 

overall has continued to expand, thereby increasing the demand for music supervisors. 

Songtradr, a music licensing platform established in 2014 that provides an easily searchable 

database of compositions for those seeking music for placement, recognized the opportunity for 

 
49 Peter Csathy, “Media and Entertainment Biz, Now in Quarantine, Faces a Post-Pandemic Future (Guest 

Column),” Variety, March 25, 2020, https://variety.com/2020/biz/opinion/entertainment-business-after-coronavirus-

pandemic-1203543612/. 
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artists to pursue sync licensing more aggressively during quarantine. The number of artists who 

have signed up for licensing opportunities through the platform since March has grown by 205%, 

and the amount of music added to the database has increased by 141%.50 

ASCAP interviewed five supervisors to better understand how their work changed in 

quarantine, and, for some, there was still plenty of work to be done. Kerri Drootin, for instance, 

explains that her workload did not “slow down,” but it did change, alluding to the fact that she 

normally would have been focused on pilot season during the period. For Peymon Maskan, 

Music Supervisor for Advertising at Radish Music, the move to remote work has shifted his 

approach in conducting meetings, while the need for advertisers to respond to the virus with 

more relevant imagery has created additional work. Freelance music supervisor Lindsay 

Wolfington has experienced some slowness, but two of her projects have continued.51 

 Some members of the music supervision community have reflected upon what quarantine 

could teach them about themselves and their work, with a key theme being on the act of 

“listening.” These reflections suggest increased time or focus on artist discovery, as well as shifts 

in considering which musical elements make for “good sync” in a period when media 

consumption has significantly changed across the board. Maskan, for instance, points to the 

adjustment in how his time can be spent, noting “When there’s no time in life to seek, a part of 

the thrill of music supervision is missing.” Maskan’s comment highlights the desire to personally 

discover music in his revised schedule, which allows for more time to explore, instead of tending 

to rely on the inundation of pitches supervisors typically experience. Anny Colvin, Trailer Music 

 
50 Andrew Hampp, “Songs for Screens: Songtradr Opens Up a New Lane of Income for Locked-Down 

Musicians,” Variety, September 9, 2020, https://variety.com/2020/biz/news/songtradr-sync-licensing-lockdown-

musicians-1234762749/. 

 
51 Amanda Shoffner, “Scenes from Quarantine: How Music Supervisors Are Adapting to the Pandemic,” 

ASCAP, last modified May 29, 2020, https://www.ascap.com/news-events/articles/2020/05/scenes-from-quarantine-

music-supervisors-covid19. 
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Supervisor and Head of Music at Jax, offers a particularly insightful remark about how she now 

has to think about the ways in which music and media are consumed in the home or on personal 

electronic devices, as opposed to the big screen. She explains: 

The discovery I’ve made is more of a practical one. I’ve had to put on a “new set of ears” 

and really rethink the kind of music and sound design we use. Typically, our trailers are 

heard in huge theaters with 5:1 or Atmos sound systems where the music is actually 

physically felt and present. At this time, most people are watching trailers on their laptops 

or phones. The low-end synthy bass line that undulates, throbs, shakes you to your core 

and makes you feel like your heart is in your throat—that sound is almost imperceptible 

on a laptop. We’ve had to really pull back and be impactful in more thoughtful and subtle 

ways.52 

  

Colvin’s comments address how circumstances caused by COVID-19 may directly 

influence timbre and other musical elements that now must be considered separate from their 

impact on physical bodies in the theater. This lack of physical presence is arguably more 

consequential for sync in trailers than sync in other forms of media, since supervisors for trailers 

usually seek to immerse viewers in their soundscapes by employing musical devices and effects 

that are exaggerated by the superior sound systems of theaters. Sound design proves crucial in 

creating an atmospheric tension and “primal level of excitement or fear.” Generally cinematic in 

style, placements in trailers have tended to start slowly and softly, building with a steady 

crescendo that leads to a highly textured climax, then abruptly ending, or sometimes resolving or 

fading, in order to establish a three-act structural frame.53 Recently, the use of dramatic cover 

songs performed with deeper and darker timbre than the originals has been a noticeable trend in 

sync, perhaps because of the physical vibrations created by the prominent bass, not to mention 

 
52 Shoffner, “Scenes from Quarantine.” 

 
53 Dan Graham, “All About Library Music: Part 7,” Sound on Sound, last modified November 2017, 
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the fact that they can usually “be easily and inexpensively” cleared.54 This trend has caused some 

shifts in the three-act structural device, with a move toward a two-part structure.55 Heavy 

percussions, metronomic ticking sounds, and industrial sounds layered to intensify energy and 

develop a physical sense of unease have also been trending.56 These musical elements and sound 

effects lend themselves well to the superior sound systems in theaters, but do not necessarily 

translate as effectively to home viewing, which usually offers inferior sound quality. It will be 

interesting to see how supervisors respond to these changes resulting from the pandemic, and to 

analyze the trends that may emerge. 

Other supervisors have reflected on how costs and budgets have been affected by 

COVID-19. Amanda Krieg Thomas tweeted sarcastically about the ease of “making a musical in 

a pandemic.” She later tweeted about the high cost of getting singers into the recording studio. 

Others responded to her tweet, with Jonathan Lane noting the exorbitant cost of a SAG session 

during these unprecedented times.57 In-house music supervisors have experienced budget cuts for 

their projects as well.58 Meanwhile, some freelancers went without work for months.59 These 

conditions, along with changes in consumption of media that have generated heightened 

 
54 Trailaurality, “A Look at Trends in Trailer Music,” Synchtank, August 20, 2017, 
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Trailer Music and Sound for 2018.” 

 
57 Amanda Krieg Thomas (@amandak_thomas), “If you are a music supervisor considering a project with 

any vocal pre-records ask for MUCH more money than you normally would…,” September 18, 2020, 12:11 p.m., 
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competition in streamed content, aggravate existing hierarchical structures and economic 

struggles to a greater degree.60 As a result, the Guild of Music Supervisors has stepped in to 

provide benefits to its members in several ways.  

Early on in quarantine, the Guild began offering weekly live webinars, followed by 

uploads to YouTube. Apparently the average rate of attendance was more than 500, and this 

successful reach encouraged the Guild to extend these offerings throughout the year.61 This 

fundraising series helped the music supervision community remain connected, while also helping 

colleagues make connections and pick up work.62 The summer series reflected the significance of 

streaming clients during the new normal of the pandemic, with workshops specifically on 

Amazon, Hulu, and Netflix. On September 3, the Guild hosted a workshop on safe filming, titled 

“Shooting Safely in the Age of COVID: On-set Challenges and Innovations.”63 They also have 

virtual happy hours featuring acoustic performances.64  

Singer-songwriter Katie Garibaldi, who became interested in pursuing music supervision 

as a profession earlier this year, has been attending these sessions regularly. Some supervisors 

post searches directly into the virtual meeting’s chat box during workshops, and Garibaldi 

 
60 See Stefan Hall and Silvia Pasquini, “Can There Be a Fairy-Tale Ending for Hollywood After COVID-

19?,” World Economic Forum, July 23, 2020, https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/07/impact-coronavirus-covid-

19-hollywood-global-film-industry-movie-theatres/. 
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62 Jazz Tangcay, “Guild of Music Supervisors Launches Fall Fundraising Panel,” Variety, August 24, 2020, 
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actually recorded a song in response to one of the search’s specifications and submitted it to the 

supervisor.65 Overall, this series has proven to be beneficial on multiple levels, for supervisors 

and licensors cultivating relationships, for aspiring music supervisors to learn tips and tricks of 

the trade, and for singer-songwriters who seek direct access to industry gatekeepers. Indeed, the 

fact that Garibaldi could receive searches from and respond directly to supervisors, thus 

bypassing licensors as gatekeepers, suggests additional, up-to-the-minute changes to the 

hierarchical structure of the supervisory chain. In this time of COVID-19, artists can wield more 

power and potentially benefit from greater financial gain as they circumvent licensors.  

The Guild also played an important role for the music supervision community when 

music supervisors were largely excluded from the industry’s health and safety protocols 

published for the reopening of studios and places of work.66 Joel C. High’s tweet about the 

Guild’s Benefits Committee’s creation of a profession-specific document revealed several layers 

of sentiments I have analyzed in previous chapters.67 He referred to supervisors as craftspeople, 

then pointed to the Guild’s role in publishing the document in an effort to protect or benefit the 

music supervision community, which is otherwise marginalized or more simply forgotten.68 

Perhaps this period will offer additional opportunities for the Guild’s Benefits Committee to 

provide solutions for the community’s wellbeing. 

 
65 Katie Garibaldi, interview with author, October 2, 2020. 

 
66 “GMS Health & Safety Recommended Protocols and Guidelines,” Guild of Music Supervisors, accessed 

September 20, 2020, https://www.guildofmusicsupervisors.com/covid-guidelines. 
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Criticisms and Recommendations 

 

In spite of the Guild’s many accomplishments and recent contributions to strengthening the 

professional community, my interlocutors revealed why some music supervisors avoid 

participation for personal reasons. One critique of the Guild, for example, and perhaps some 

music supervisors’ reason for not becoming involved, is related to the concept of self-

aggrandizement. Excessive levels of praise from peer to peer at Guild events seem to raise 

eyebrows for some. For example, a friend who worked for Michael Welsh for many years 

described the Guild’s meetings as someone “coming out on stage and say[ing], ‘who’s a rock 

star?’ and they all raise their hand.”69 In essence, to some supervisors, the notion of other 

supervisors celebrating fellow supervisors’ accolades is perhaps equivalent to patting oneself on 

the back. They do not see the need, or perhaps they would value recognition and awards from 

individuals who are not members of the same profession. But the Guild is not the only 

organization to hold such awards ceremonies. SAG-AFTRA, for instance, hosts the SAG awards 

each year, an event at which actors honor fellow actors. 

When I asked supervisors if they felt the Guild’s own awards ceremony was a good thing, 

responses were generally positive, although one person noted the difficulty in watching the 

show. They said, “The show starts, and then about 15 minutes in, people start going out to the 

lobby and then talking and networking, and then by like 30 minutes into the show you can’t hear 

anything going on in the auditorium because the outside lobby is so loud…”70 After attending the 

awards ceremonies as a volunteer on February 13, 2019 and February 6, 2020, I can attest to the 

accuracy of this description. While the 2020 awards show was somewhat different, primarily 

 
69 Michael Welsh, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 
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because it had relocated to The Wiltern, a much larger venue than those of previous years, both 

ceremonies I attended were as this individual described. For both years, my volunteer role 

entailed receiving a “face book” of key talent who would be presenting or potentially receiving 

an award. I would greet the individuals and escort them to the red carpet or green room.  

The 2019 ceremony was held at The Theater at the Ace Hotel in Los Angeles. After I had 

completed my duties, the volunteer coordinators said we could watch the rest of the awards show 

from the balcony. I remember hearing a constant “roar.” It took me a couple of minutes to put 

two and two together to figure out it was coming from the lobby, where hundreds of people were 

still gathered, drinking, and reconnecting. The noise levels were a bit insane, and I absolutely 

found it difficult to hear the speeches and live performances. Funnily, when I was volunteering 

in 2020, I had somewhat forgotten about the fact that hundreds of individuals would remain in 

the lobby, so I actually thought the show hadn’t even begun on time! Perhaps a different 

approach to the awards ceremony would increase viewership of the ceremony itself, as well as 

how members of the professional community perceive its value. If the Guild offered social 

events more frequently, maybe members of the community would feel they could refrain from 

making so much noise and instead support the winners and performers by remaining in the 

auditorium.  

Other things to consider are the award voting process and the structure of the award 

categories. The award process begins with self-nomination and ends with members of the Guild 

voting on all award categories. One supervisor believes this is not good practice, explaining, “I 

shouldn’t be voting on certain categories that I don’t know anything about. And there’s a lot to 

review.”71 These seem to be reasonable critiques. Other major industry awards restrict voting by 
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relevant category, a change the Guild could relatively easily implement to perhaps bring a more 

disciplined approach to the voting process.  

Music supervisor Rossanna Wright had recommendations to share about the award 

categories, saying,  

The categories themselves could use some revisions…there’s only one category that I can 

be eligible for what I do, because I’m not necessarily licensing, I’m creating original 

songs for a show. So it’s like “Best Original Song for a Show,” and then I’m up against 

Empire and all these others…it’s just not a fair playing field for “kids for daytime.” And 

then there’s like a million advertising categories and trailer categories—[they] just go on 

forever.72 

 

Wright’s observations seem valid, considering that the Guild’s categories for film 

projects are divided by budget, making the competition fairer, but this structure does not 

continue across all categories.73 To improve categorical distinctions, this type of delineation 

could be applied to all categories. And perhaps there could even be a separation between daytime 

and primetime projects, a tack other industry awards often take. Minor changes proposed by 

members of the professional community could potentially strengthen perceptions of these 

awards, thereby further uniting the profession. 

Overall, Wright did convey appreciation for the Guild, expressing opinions that 

suggested value in having a place where music supervisors can communicate with each other and 

share about their experience. As a freelancer, Wright would hope that the Guild could provide 

more social events and even a mentor network. One thing that makes connecting difficult for her 

is the fact that she lives and works in Seattle. She finds it extremely challenging to participate in 

Guild-sponsored events, which are always located in Los Angeles.74 Other interlocutors who are 
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established and aspiring supervisors working outside of Los Angeles share this challenge. As of 

2020, this concern has somewhat diminished, since the Guild has moved to virtual events due to 

COVID-19. But when in-person events resume, this concern will resurface. These individuals 

would find value in Guild-sponsored meetups and mixers in locations other than Los Angeles, or 

even the creation of regional chapters in major cities, such as Seattle or Nashville. Another 

option would be to continue offering virtual events, as they have done in 2020.  

Wright also recommended an online message board in which members of the community 

could privately pose questions related to clearance, such as, “has anyone ever done this type of 

deal with this company?” This could provide an element of mentorship that a number of 

community members desire, while also serving as an educational resource. A message board 

would also prove useful in that members could easily interact with each other on a more regular 

basis, and they could even request or make introductions to other contacts in the field. Wright 

suggested that the legality of certain questions could vary, but also indicated that this type of 

communication would prove extremely beneficial. Having a platform to engage in such 

discussions would be particularly helpful for freelancers and others who cannot easily pull from 

the knowledge of fellow music supervisors working as part of a larger team in a studio 

environment. In the freelance community, music supervisors are already having conversations 

that cover such a range of topics in instant messaging applications. Some music supervisors 

engage in regular communication with their peers to share tracks they have recently discovered, 

to ask about deal structures, negotiations, or rates, to commiserate about deals that are proving 

challenging or frustrating, or even to request introductions to industry contacts.75 

 
75 Rossanna Wright, interview with author, May 4, 2018. 
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A message board, or similar type of platform, is quite different from social media in 

function and form, and could also aid in the mental health and wellbeing of members of the 

music supervision community, while improving transparency to move toward equality in pay and 

opportunity as well. A recent study published in Computers in Human Behavior reveals that 

online forums can positively impact well-being and community engagement.76 While some 

believed social media replaced forums, approximately 20% of online users in America still 

engage in online forums.77 Researchers posit that forums prove beneficial because users can 

communicate with each other anonymously. With this in mind, a message board could allow 

users to decide whether or not they want to divulge their identity or go by a username or 

pseudonym. A platform of this nature could yield honest conversations that help members of the 

profession learn from each other, help each other, and build relationships with each other. This 

type of platform should be a topic of discussion at an upcoming conference of the Guild, perhaps 

in the healthcare sessions related to community efforts to prevent mental health breakdowns, 

drug addictions, burnout, isolation, etc., as it may prove a viable option. 

Other ideas the Guild could contemplate implementing have already been incorporated 

by the UK and European chapter of the Guild. The chapter provides a private directory of music 

supervisors for members and available by application to members of the production community 

seeking the services of a music supervisor, and has published a detailed “Code of Practice” 

addressing conflicts of interests and the ethics of conducting business within the field.78 Another 

 
76  Louise F. Pendry and Jessica Salvatore, “Individual and Social Benefits of Online Discussion Forums,” 

Computers in Human Behavior 50 (2015): 211–220, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.03.067. 

 
77 University of Exeter, “Online Discussion Forums Good for Well-being, Study Shows,” Phys Org, April 

21, 2015, https://phys.org/news/2015-04-online-discussion-forums-good-well-being.html. 

 
78 “Directory,” Guild of Music Supervisors UK, accessed March 7, 2020, 

https://www.guildofmusicsupervisors.co.uk/directory. 
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feature the UK & European chapter of the Guild provides—that I personally wish the Guild in 

California would offer—is a job board.79 Currently, music supervision positions are posted on 

diverse platforms, such as Indeed, Monster, LinkedIn, and college employment sites; however, a 

centralized listing of positions—that is well-maintained and regularly updated as soon as 

positions are filled—would be an excellent feature for students, aspiring music supervisors, and 

other individuals. 

But not all music supervisors think the Guild will ever accomplish their goals without the 

force of unionization. When I spoke with music supervisor Michael Turner, he seemed fairly 

dubious about what the Guild could successfully achieve for the community. He proposed a 

different idea, suggesting that music supervisors be considered producers for some film and 

television projects, and even be linked to the Producers Guild with perhaps a special designation 

as producers of music. He highlighted similarities to the role of executive producers in film, 

explaining that they do not directly make something, but, through their contributions, they 

deliver a product. For the music supervisor, this could mean delivering a soundtrack consisting 

of multiple artists’ works, but it could also mean directly producing original music. He noted that 

some supervisors have received the producer credit in the past, but it is not usually the case. 

Turner said, “[Music supervisors] are producing a big chunk of that content…Sometimes I get 

hired to do very little, but at its most broad, [I] run the music department.” He explained that 

unlike producers who continue getting paid as they wrap up production tasks, he gets paid flat 

fees and continues working long after receiving pay. He clarified that his pay was presumably 

“baked” into the flat fee, but he contrasted this with the steady income that producers can expect. 

This connection to the PGA seems like an intriguing idea that perhaps others in the community 

 
79 “Guild Jobs,” Guild of Music Supervisors UK, accessed March 7, 2020, 

https://www.guildofmusicsupervisors.co.uk/jobs. 
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would find worth discussing. Turner said he has talked about it with other industry players as 

they “commiserate” after a project.80 

Conclusion 

 

The Guild has filled a lacuna for the music supervision community. Often with limited staff and 

dependent upon support from members of the community, the Guild has been essential in 

cultivating a professional network with formal and informal activities that nurture working 

relationships and friendships. The Guild has also taken critical measures to recognize its 

professionals, hosting an annual awards show and providing platforms for its members to 

dialogue with one another at the annual conference. As an advocate for inclusion in industry 

awards, the Guild and its board members have been tireless in their pursuits. This year, the Guild 

has demonstrated considerable care for its members by offering educational workshops during 

the COVID-19 quarantine and beyond. Still, the Guild has yet to provide basic benefits for its 

members, including healthcare, even during a global pandemic, when this seems all the more 

imperative. Some members of the field wonder what is keeping the Guild from simply 

registering as a group with a health insurance company. With strategic planning, I believe the 

Guild can accomplish what it initially set out to do in terms of more comprehensively supporting 

its freelance members. I explore these possibilities in the next chapter. 

  

 
80 Michael Turner, interview with author, March 5, 2020. 
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Chapter 5: Concluding Thoughts on Past, Present and Future Issues in Music Supervision 

and Sync  

If, as music industry scholar Michael L. Jones claims, “the struggle for power in the music 

industry is the struggle to define outcomes,” then power lies in the ability to make decisions.1 

What the preceding chapters have illustrated is that decision-making power fluctuates at various 

nodes of the supervisory chain. In effect, then, music supervisors, who are purported to have 

significant artistic freedom but usually deny it by confessing they must answer to other film and 

television personnel, are part of a larger group of decision makers who define outcomes. While 

the influences of neoliberal capitalism and advancements in technology may seem to 

disintermediate the field of production, power remains diffuse. A long-standing “oversupply of 

musicians” has only increased in size because of these technologies, making it even more 

difficult for recording artists to secure sync deals.2  

In short, while previous scholars refer to music supervisors as cultural intermediaries, 

demonstrating their ability to serve as the liaison between large players in the film industry and 

musicians, they do not analyze this intermediation as its own manifestation of the larger entity’s 

domination of cultural production. This obfuscates true levels of power, which only seems to 

exacerbate hierarchical obstacles and economic struggles inherent in contemporary 

neoliberalism. And when music licensing shops (and other related intermediaries, such as labels, 

publishers, and coordinators) serve as additional liaisons, though this time between the music 

supervisor and the musicians, the sheer fact that they exist illustrates the ever-broadening reach 

of the entity—a reach that not only alters the supply and value chains of music supervision, but 

 
1 Michael L. Jones, The Music Industries: From Conception to Consumption (Hampshire, England: 

Palgrave Macmillan: 2012), 76. 

 
2 Jones, The Music Industries, 102. 



 

 232 

 

also influences creative expression and perceptions of autonomy. In what follows, I provide 

concluding thoughts on key areas explored in previous chapters. 

Discourse, Power Dynamics, and “Artist Critique” 

 

As an aspiring music supervisor myself, it literally took me years to work through the language, 

analysis, and theoretical framework I would employ in this dissertation because I have remained 

fully aware of the pressures related to the field’s approach to discourse and power dynamics. I 

even played with the idea of changing dissertation topics several times, simply because I was 

concerned that my work would be perceived as a critique against industry players, as opposed to 

industry structures, processes, and ideologies. This suggests that power dynamics in the field can 

reverberate far beyond the industry, through academic and other critical examinations. For fear 

of stepping on toes, burning bridges, angering decision makers who could determine my career 

path, or merely highlighting issues that are associated with prominent leaders of the industry, I 

thought I should shy away from the topic. For some time, I explored ways that I could write 

about the field and profession while dancing around the issues. It was the equivalent of self-

censorship, of walking on eggshells, and it did not feel right.  

Through my fieldwork and engagement with the Guild, I had encountered the trepidation 

with which many seem to think of music supervisors, and, more apparently so, the hesitancy with 

which they interact with them. There seems to be a general feeling that music supervisors hold 

an incredible amount of power, so much so that individuals who want to participate in the 

profession feel they must carefully navigate these power differentials. But it is precisely this type 

of infrastructure, which silences voices and limits critique, that must be examined. For it to be 

socially unacceptable to critique systems at work in a field of cultural production is a detriment 

to its own players in the field. Power dynamics that limit critique are, of course, not unique to the 
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music supervision profession. Most, if not all, facets of the entertainment industry feature 

strikingly similar approaches to particular individuals ascribed seemingly insurmountable levels 

of power, influence, or celebrity.  

In music supervision, conversations about these power dynamics exist in one-on-one 

circumstances among aspiring professionals, most definitely among artists hoping to secure sync 

deals, and also in published forms of communication by leaders of the profession. Amanda Krieg 

Thomas, for example, issues a warning of sorts on her blog, Tadpole Audio: 

The secret to getting your music placed in film and television? 

 

Don’t piss off Music Supervisors. 

 

I’m joking of course (CALM DOWN)….but we are a deeply close and very passionate 

community. If you burn one of us, be it a clearance issue or say, a published article, there 

is a good chance the word will spread, and quickly. It’s honestly one of the things I love 

most about being a Music Supervisor: we protect our own and we defend our craft.3 

 

This particular post by Krieg Thomas was published in response to the L.A. Weekly 

article cited earlier, the opinion piece in which Patrick Duniven critiqued supervisors and 

addressed fellow songwriters, as well as similar writings. But it also feels as though Krieg 

Thomas is addressing me directly! Am I to refrain from publishing an article that critiques her 

work, the profession, or, dare I say, supervisors’ role in perpetuating self-exploitation or the 

other offshoots of neoliberal capitalism’s ideologies? This sort of language expressed under the 

pretense of protecting and defending the craft only magnifies the power plays at hand. Moreover, 

the suggestion that “word will spread, and quickly,” intimates an “economy of favors,” in which 

the sync labor force champions those who offer “goodwill and support,” while punishing others, 

 
3 Amanda Krieg Thomas, “4 Major Misconceptions about Music Supervision,” Tadpole Audio (blog), 

September 29, 2016, http://tadpoleaudio.com/2016/09/4-major-misconceptions-about-music-supervision/#more-

5241. 
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at once bringing about “partial closure of their occupational communities and maximum access 

to paid employment.”4 

Krieg Thomas goes on to clarify the music supervision community’s response to these 

publications: 

Why have these frustrated Music Supervisors so much? They are based upon a lack of 

education and incorrect assumptions about what the job of a Music Supervisor actually 

entails. Not that it’s surprising. The job title has been thrown around so much in the 

media lately it’s no wonder the general public has a skewed opinion. Very few people— 

even within the entertainment industry—have any idea what we really do.5 

 

This language, which communicates a type of warning against angering music 

supervisors, even appears in blogs that intend to help artists, licensors, and other players in the 

field. For example, Performer Magazine published an article titled, “5 Rules for Not Pissing Off 

Music Supervisors.”6 It is this type of bleak language that I believe perpetuates power dynamics 

that can be broached in better ways. On the surface, members of the music supervision 

profession might value a community that comes to the defense of its members; however, 

especially in the creative industries, if individuals do not have the freedom to share their thoughts 

or voice concerns on practice or influence without fear of retaliation, discipline, chastisement, 

dismissal, or rejection, then an unhealthy environment will perpetuate itself. Furthermore, if 

artists, in particular, feel they cannot share reflections on the profession, then an atmosphere that 

potentially invalidates legitimate concerns, or one in which artists are possibly exploited or 

alienated, will ensue.  

 
4 See Gillian Ursell, “Television Production: Issues of Exploitation, Commodification and Subjectivity in 

UK Television Labour Markets,” Media, Culture & Society 22, no. 6 (November 2000): 813, https://doi.org/ 

10.1177/016344300022006006. 
 

5 Krieg Thomas, “4 Major Misconceptions.” 

 
6 Michael St. James, “5 Rules for Not Pissing off Music Supervisors,” Sonicbids (blog), November 20, 

2014, https://blog.sonicbids.com/5-rules-for-not-pissing-off-music-supervisors. 
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Power dynamics are so intense, there are even blogposts and trade press articles dedicated 

to teaching artists how to title, structure, and phrase their emails to music supervisors. In the 

comments section of Ari Herstand’s article, “The Only Way to Guarantee Your Music Is Heard 

by a Film/TV Music Supervisor,” Paul Resnikoff comments: 

I hate to say this, but this sounds like a bunch of tips on how to pitch [to] ONE 

supervisor, who likes box.com and not Dropbox, emails titled a specific way, etc. The 

next influential supervisor might love Dropbox and hate box.com, etc., and get pissed if 

you follow up with the music (again) in two months instead of just referencing the earlier 

email. I guess it would be nice to have a guide that applies more universally, and maybe 

there’s no way to overcome the peculiarities and specific triggers of each supervisor. 

Which is a shame, because it should really be about the music, not whether the email 

subject line is done to the liking of a specific supervisor.7 

 

Although the last sentence of Resnikoff’s remark is relatively cliché, it is apparent that 

artists feel that even approaching email the wrong way can upset music supervisors and distance 

them from sync deals. To be sure, it is problematic if the artists upon whose work music 

supervisors’ jobs depend cannot feel comfortable communicating with, let alone candidly 

describing their own experiences to, leaders of a particular field within the industry, or with mass 

audiences. As Eve Chiapello demonstrates, the “artist critique” that could push back against the 

potentially oppressive ideologies of capitalism is in “crisis.”8 If interventions that seek to 

emphasize quality of the work over minutiae of commodification are not welcomed, then self-

censoring could mask critical discussion and artistic reflection. 

  

 
7 Ari Herstand, “The Only Way to Guarantee Your Music Is Heard by a Film/TV Music Supervisor,” 

Digital Music News, June 15, 2015, https://www.digitalmusicnews.com/2015/06/15/the-only-way-to-guarantee-

your-music-is-heard-by-a-filmtv-music-supervisor/. 

 
8 Eve Chiapello, “Evolution and Co-optation: The ‘Artist Critique’ of Management and Capitalism,” Third 

Text 18, no. 6 (2004): 585–594, https://doi.org/10.1080/0952882042000284998. 
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Gatekeepers and Intermediaries 

 

The sheer number of artists who supply music is rather astonishing. There are more than 40,000 

tracks uploaded to Spotify each day, and technological advances have made sharing and listening 

to music both simple and fast. As a result, the “consumption share” in streaming of the top 200 

artists is diminishing slowly but surely, prompting labels to focus on identifying new artists, 

signing them, and releasing more and more music for the market. This influx of new music 

available for supervisors to discover, along with television and streaming stepping into the 

number one slot of “weekly hours spent on entertainment” (see Figure 5.1), places music 

supervisors and others involved in sync in a unique position of power.9 

 
 

Figure 5.1: MIDIA’s Illustration of Weekly Hours Spent on Entertainment by Media 

Type10 

 

 
9 Keith Jopling, “Three Supply-Side Indicators that Signal the New Music Industry Has Arrived,” MIDIA, 

November 7, 2019, https://www.midiaresearch.com/blog/three-supply-side-indicators-that-signal-the-new-music-

industry-has-arrived/?curator=MusicREDEF. 

 
10 Jopling, “Three Supply-Side.” 
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 In this media environment, most members of the press laud music supervisors for their 

emergence as the new “A&R,” highlighting their ability to break artists,11 but supervisors do not 

tend to think of themselves as gatekeepers, or they instead see themselves as one of several 

gatekeepers in the supervisory chain. When I spoke with Golubić, he distanced himself from the 

term entirely, saying, “I think ultimately we are storytellers. We’re not gatekeepers.” He noted 

the term’s negative connotations and suggested it may be employed by individuals who are not 

granted the access they seek: 

The gatekeeper is really like the kid who is at the Willy Wonka Chocolate Factory thing. 

It’s the perspective of the kid outside the glass looking inside and seeing all the 

chocolates and thinking, “oh my god, why don’t I get to have those.” I think that that’s 

really where the phrase comes from. It comes from the point of view of the people who 

feel that they don’t have access, and they don’t have opportunity, and they’re frustrated 

by it. So to me, “gatekeeper” has a bit of a pejorative bend to it. You know, that said, it’s 

not my job to be the word police, and to say you can or can’t use that phrase, but I don’t 

use it personally.12 

 

Similarly, other supervisors feel that using the term “gatekeeper” to describe a music 

supervisor fails to acknowledge that a supervisor is only one voice on a larger production team. 

One supervisor who works on video games, for example, says, “I’m not a decision maker, I’m a 

suggester. I think that every—well, maybe not Alex Patsavas—but I think that every music 

supervisor is essentially like a high-level filter… There’s the director, there’s an editor.”13 This 

supervisor’s remark is particularly interesting because it positions most supervisors in contrast to 

those at the top, like Patsavas, who presumably enjoy more authority and therefore appear more 

like gatekeepers. But Alexandra Patsavas refers to the type of “filtering” this person described in 

 
11 Lanre Bakare, “Screen Breaks: How TV Music Supervisors Boost New Artists,” The Guardian, October 

18, 2019, https://www.theguardian.com/music/2019/oct/18/how-tv-music-supervisors-boost-new-artists. 

 
12 Thomas Golubić, interview with author, May 11, 2018 

 
13 Anonymous interview with author, May 18, 2018. 
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reference to her own working relationships with staff. Patsavas says, “I definitely have a point of 

view about what music I believe should be put forward, and the staff who filter for me have to 

understand my approach and have taste that I understand.”14  

Past perceptions of individual music supervisors as “gatekeepers to fame” have become 

outdated in the contemporary supervisory chain and must be reconsidered, especially since 

licensing shops and other individuals who participate in sync, such as assistants, coordinators, 

and even publishers, increasingly serve as gatekeepers to music supervisors. One-stop music 

licensing shops, in particular, offer spry intermediation, and have seen increased interactions 

with supervisors. If most music supervisors are receiving pitches from licensors or are introduced 

to new music through licensors and even their own coordinators and assistants, then it follows 

that these players are also gatekeepers. Thus, there are multiple “gates” in the supervisory chain 

through which music passes, and at different moments in the chain, a different “keeper” acts as a 

decision maker, or “a high-level filter.” Indeed, like Patsavas, other prominent music supervisors 

support this line of thinking. Thomas Golubić says, “I think artists should retain their publishing 

and should be in a situation where they can work with a licensing company simply because that 

licensing company hears their music, recognizes their talent, and has the relationships with 

supervisors to get it in front of them at the right time.”15  

 Nevertheless, media perpetuates the use of the term for music supervisors, and, perhaps 

consequently, scholars and artists pick up the term as well. Members of the licensing community 

have also begun using the term “gatekeeper” for music supervisors, failing to see their own role 

 
14 James Medd, “The Rules: Alexandra Patsavas on Picking Music for Screen Dramas,” The Word 

(November 2010): 42, https://search.proquest.com/docview/857281347. 

 
15 Matt Williams, “Creating a Perfect Soundtrack: Here’s What Music Supervisors Are Looking For,” 

Spotify for Artists (blog), December 10, 2018, https://artists.spotify.com/blog/creating-a-perfect-soundtrack-

here%27s-what-music-supervisors-are-looking-for. 
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as gatekeepers themselves. Cathy Heller’s “Access Course” on music licensing, which is more of 

a mentorship program that literally seeks to provide “access” through the industry’s gates, is 

advertised as follows: 

…This program offers you an in-depth mentorship to get you results, access to meet 

music supervisors and the opportunity to pitch your songs each month for actual TV 

shows, ads and more. This is the next level program to help you get your music heard, 

meet the gatekeepers and learn strategies for pitching your music. Hear first hand what 

music supervisors are looking for, create incredible music, have us review it, and 

ultimately create a living doing what you love.16 

 

The interesting aspect here is, if Heller is the person standing between artists and music 

supervisors, then how is she not a gatekeeper herself? 

 Similarly, artists have proliferated this concept. Consider the case of Joe Treewater, a 

musician active in the Los Angeles area. On June 18, 2013, Treewater released “Alexandra 

Rhapsody” after Patsavas failed to return his communication. In the “Description” field of the 

YouTube video of the song, he explains: 

A few years back, I realized [Patsavas’s] company was in the same town where I lived. 

Not knowing I was writing to a demigod on a higher plane of reality, I emailed her 

company about my music, mentioned I was local, and asked if she wanted to meet for 

coffee sometime. Predictably, I received no response, but I did get a song out of it.17   

 

It is not surprising that Treewater refers to Patsavas as a “demigod on a higher plane of 

reality.” For many undiscovered artists who have been exposed to the gatekeeping jargon, their 

only imaginable hope at breaking into the mainstream is licensing music for placement in film, 

TV, video games, or advertisements.18 Yet, the music supervisor, who was supposed to be the 

 
16 “The Access Course: A Mentorship Program for Music Licensing,” Catch the Moon Music, accessed 

March 1, 2020, https://6-figure-songwriting.teachable.com/p/six-figure-songwriting-2-0-the-access-program. 

 
17 Joe Treewater, “Alexandra Rhapsody,” YouTube video, 4:15, July 11, 2013, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FkItpcrdHoI. 

 
18 Leslie M. Meier, “Promotional Ubiquitous Musics: New Identities and Emerging Markets in the 

Digitalizing Music Industry” (PhD diss., The University of Western Ontario, 2013), 184, ProQuest Dissertations & 

Theses Global. 
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“cultural intermediary,” the liaison between film production personnel and recording artists, has 

such limited time and resources, and perhaps simply no desire to meet with certain artists, that 

any possibility of meeting the “liaison” never materializes for Treewater. This dreaded outcome, 

the fate for countless artists, is reflected quite interestingly in the lyric to “Alexandra Rhapsody”: 

Alexandra put me in my place, 

She put a straight arm to my face, 

She made it clear she don’t like me, 

Hallelujah’s her cup of tea. 

 

In her shop you’ll sign releases, 

Then she’ll chop your heart to pieces19 

Alexandra won’t have coffee with me, 

Hallelujah’s her cup of tea. 

 

Place me a placemat at your table 

(Place me anywhere if you’re able). 

I’m obsessed with you but not unstable  

(Place me anywhere if you’re able). 

Broadcast movies, Internet, cable,  

(Place me anywhere if you’re able) 

Stories, legends, myths, and fables 

(Place me anywhere if you’re able). 

 

It’s clear you’re right Ms. Patsavas, 

You’re the expert and I’m the novice. 

To be honest all I want is 

To remove you from your bodice. 

 

She’s a Mediterranean beauty, 

I do my subterranean duty, 

I sent my heart to her unsolicited, 

She sent it back unopened that’s what she did. 

 

Alexandra (oh, oh). 

(Don’t you know that no means no?) 

(Place me anywhere if you’re able.) 

Hallelujah’s her cup of tea.20  

 

 
19 This is a clever allusion to Patsavas’s company, Chop Shop Music. 

 
20 Joe Treewater, “Alexandra Rhapsody.” 
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Treewater’s lyric raises a number of issues worth unpacking. From the problematic 

depiction of gender difference to the representation of power dynamics, and from allusions to 

Patsavas’s ethnic background to the analogy of his musical composition as his “heart” in contrast 

to her response of chopping it up, Treewater succinctly touches on many of the critical issues 

addressed in this dissertation. While this song is an artistic expression of these issues and should 

be interpreted as such, it is also a direct reflection upon the real and perceived power differentials 

in the culture of sync. With Patsavas imagined in the all-powerful position, artists feel powerless. 

In effect, Patsavas, purported to have significant artistic freedom while openly contradicting it by 

admitting she has to answer to other film crew personnel, is inaccurately perceived as a 

“gatekeeper,” as opposed to potentially one gatekeeper among many.  

Lines of thinking illustrated in compositions like “Alexandra Rhapsody” result in 

sustained, even augmented, power differentials in the field. And while the influences of 

neoliberal capitalism, as well as significant advancements in technology, are seemingly 

disintermediating, this power is diffuse. The “over-supply of musicians”21 has only increased in 

size because of these technologies, making it even more difficult for most artists to get through 

the “gate.” In short, while scholars and members of the press refer to music supervisors as 

cultural intermediaries implicitly or explicitly, simply demonstrating their ability to serve as the 

liaison between large players in the film industry and artists, they fail to analyze this 

intermediation and increased influence and power among others in this field of cultural 

production, and therefore they disregard other gatekeepers and their respective gates of 

opportunity.  

  

 
21 Jones, The Music Industries, 102. 
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A union? 

 

Perhaps the goal of the Guild of Music Supervisors to build greater understanding of the 

supervisor’s function will in fact improve wages, benefits, and bargaining power for the 

professional community. But perhaps more drastic measures could be taken in order to achieve 

what the Producers Guild of America or similar associations have accomplished for their 

members. Although my fieldwork evinced some division among the professional community’s 

feelings toward unionization, the move toward developing a union, or an organization that might 

serve a similar purpose, seems organically fundamental to supervisors’ shared goals. Yet the 

general consensus, it seems, is that a union is out of reach, or perhaps something only possible in 

the far distant future.  

Michael Welsh, for example, sees the Guild as an organization without much agency, as 

it cannot do much in terms of labor change for the profession.22 He explains, “it’s not like they 

can come up with some union rules about what they should get paid.” When I asked then-

president of the Guild Thomas Golubić if he envisioned, at some point, a union for music 

supervisors, his tone was very careful as he appeared to hedge his positionality and justify the 

hesitation to unionize. He said that, while the community has discussed it, “unions are a tricky 

thing.” He explained, “they can be fantastic organizations; they can allow people to have a 

working living, a wage living. And I think many professions have been very successful because 

of that.”23  

But Golubić proceeded to hint at some reasons why a union has not been formed, 

alluding to the small size of the music supervision profession, timing of potential emergence in 

 
22 Michael Welsh, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 

 
23 Thomas Golubić, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 
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relation to other major industry events, and even potentially negative consequences for the 

community, which have prevented, or maybe delayed, its formation. He expressed concern 

around the strikes that have emerged from other communities who have sought the benefits a 

union could provide, saying, “…previous union actions, including strikes by the Writers Guild 

and other groups, have been, I think, more destructive than constructive. Overall, I think that 

that’s one of those things where, I think everybody is concerned about doing it at the wrong 

timing.” Instead of unionizing at this point in time, Golubić expressed a desire to continue with 

the educational efforts of the Guild. He believes the more deeply people understand what 

supervisors do, and the more clearly supervisors agree on their “professional boundaries…what 

is ethical behavior, what is appropriate professional behavior,” the better things will be for the 

professional community. He said once these “support systems” are in place and “good business 

practices” are well defined, then supervisors “may get to the point—at some point—where a 

union will make sense, and we are in a position where we can have collective bargaining, and 

especially start requiring people to pay us what we are due.”24  

Golubić’s reasoning seems logical in that regimented standardization could breed 

professionalization that would posture the community in a stance to unionize more efficiently. 

But his success in the field could also explain some of the less than eager, even apprehensive, 

responses he offered. One of his remarks that seemed to graphically exhibit this apprehension the 

most was when he described the power differentials inherent in the industry and related market 

forces that make unionizing a risky endeavor: “…if you shoot an animal that you can’t kill, you 

just wound them and piss them off.” This imagery illustrates the socioeconomic implications of 

the entertainment industry’s hierarchical infrastructure, which intrinsically reifies the confines of 

 
24 Thomas Golubić, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 
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neoliberal capitalism’s ideologies and frameworks. This is a manifestation of the “paradox” that 

political scientist José Manuel Sánchez Bermúdez says we face in the contemporary neoliberal 

setting, one in which “the same conditions that are making it increasingly urgent to break free of 

the domination of capital are also rendering that liberation more difficult.”25 For Golubić, the 

positions of power in the industry in which music supervisors work coalesce into an untamable 

beast, while supervisors comprise the prey. He continued, “I think that we’re all far too 

vulnerable, professionally, to be able to just do a collective action because we’re not being paid 

fairly or treated fairly. So I think it has to be handled carefully and it has to be done sensitively, 

and that’s sort of the sensibility of it.”26  

Still, Golubić recognizes the need for unionization. He said, “I don’t know if it’s 

inevitable, I know only that it is something that is on a lot of people’s minds and is a potential 

avenue for helping supervisors have more appropriate support and a better living.” But Golubić, 

a prominent player at the top of this profession, could suffer some form of loss in this sort of 

undertaking. Up-and-coming, independent supervisors would be the demographic to benefit most 

from unionization, but those already in positions of authority would need to leverage their power 

to effectuate these pursuits. While a union that establishes collective standards for a minimum 

fee could ultimately push the salaries of A-listers higher (as has been the case in other industries, 

like sports), there are other implications that arise in the early stages of unionization. Indeed, 

what new and less prominent supervisors could achieve in solidarity could require potentially 

precarious actions from those with greater levels of agency. As Golubić suggested, these steps 

could take the form of strikes. More likely, this could entail top performers’ refusal to work on 

 
25 See José Manuel Sánchez Bermúdez, The Neoliberal Pattern of Domination: Capital’s Reign in Decline 

(Leiden, The Netherlands: Koninklijke Brill NV, 2012), 245. 

 
26 Thomas Golubić, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 
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productions or with certain employers, translating into loss of work, which would undoubtedly 

be claimed quickly by the reserve pool of labor. Then again, this pursuit could presumably look a 

lot different, even positive. 

Without a union—or some sort of similarly structured organization—that seeks to 

increase transparency, many of the problems the Guild has already identified and regularly 

discusses at Guild-sponsored events, such as low pay and lack of healthcare and other benefits, 

could conceivably multiply. In contrast to the picture of intentionally delayed unionization 

painted by Golubić, it seems some freelancers already perceive the Guild as the organized body 

that will work toward unionization. Independent music supervisor Michael Turner calls the Guild 

“the first step to unionization.”27 When I interviewed Turner, he suggested how simple it could 

be for the Guild to just offer group insurance. He could not understand why this has not been 

accomplished already. He referred to the “wild west” nature of the profession several times. He 

reflected, “Sometimes it’s depressing to look at the state of this part of the business, and then 

sometimes it’s exciting because it’s kind of unrefined and [un]regulated, so maybe that means 

opportunity.”28  

Working on multiple projects concurrently, which is the expectation (perhaps necessity) 

for freelancers, has its advantages and disadvantages, it seems. On one hand, multiple projects 

provide multiple streams of income. On the other hand, multiple projects contribute to the “over-

work, under-paid” nature of the gig economy, sometimes having negative consequences on 

mental health and overall wellbeing as a direct result of self-exploitation. Without advocacy for 

fair pay, regular working hours, health insurance, and other benefits, music supervisors may 

 
27 Mike Turner, “Music Supervisor,” CareersinFilm.com, last modified June 12, 2018, 

https://www.careersinfilm. com/music-supervisor. 

 
28 Michael Turner, interview with author, March 5, 2020. 
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continue to experience the “stretching” that Thomas Golubić described to me. Perhaps some will 

take on too much work and experience poor work-life balance, or be forced to accumulate credit 

card debt in an effort to make ends meet, or experience mental health issues due to burnout, 

financial burden, or other stressors.  

In a blogpost, Amanda Krieg Thomas opens up about her struggles in maintaining the 

quality of her mental health while developing her career as an independent music supervisor. She 

writes of her respect and admiration for her boss, an established music supervisor, whom she 

tries to emulate. She writes, “I’ve tried to work at least half as hard as she does and it’s resulted 

in many late nights in the office. When I get home it’s all I can do to pack my lunch for the next 

day and pass out.” She explains that part of her mental health relies on choosing not to “beat 

herself up” and being kind to herself. She writes, “I chose…[t]o not beat myself up for enjoying 

a lazy night watching a movie with my boyfriend after a ten hour work day instead of slaving 

over my computer. Believe me, that was (and still is) a really difficult choice for me to make.”29 

Experiencing such struggles or personal strain may cause more and more independent 

music supervisors to outsource labor to others for similarly low wages, further exacerbating these 

issues for others in the music supervision community. Transparency, advocacy, and collective 

bargaining, or efforts that accomplish similar goals, could prove essential to the community in 

the years ahead. As it stands now, few supervisors will reveal how much they are getting paid. 

Michael Turner, who provided the content for the “Music Supervisor” article on 

CareersinFilm.com, recognizes the consequences of nonunionized work and lack of 

transparency, explaining, “The real challenge, when it comes to pay for Music Supervisors, is 

that there is no union. It’s the wild west when it comes to fees.” Turner advises aspiring 

 
29 Amanda Krieg Thomas, “The Triumphant Return of Tadpole Audio,” Tadpole Audio (blog), September 

4, 2012, http://tadpoleaudio.com/2012/09/the-triumphant-return-of-tadpole-audio/#more-4258. 
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supervisors to get started by “hustling for free.”30 Without wage transparency, unpaid labor and 

pay inequalities will likely prove difficult to eliminate, further solidifying this “cultural work as a 

site of struggle.”31 Pay could either remain static or decrease for assistants and coordinators, 

music supervisors could see static rates as well, or minor increases. Perhaps only the top 1% of 

music supervisors will be the ones to experience considerable pay growth.  

From my experiences, supervisors typically shy away from talking about pay, and they 

become understandably cagey when discussing negotiation deals and licensing fees, which are 

kept close to the vest for legal and strategic reasons. At industry events individuals who give 

examples of pay or licensing fees usually avoid specificity by providing large ranges. Annual 

salary, in particular, is difficult to ascertain. There are only a few estimates publicly available. As 

of October 2020, Glassdoor.com estimates an average base pay of $56,278 from analysis of ten 

salaries, and CareersinFilm.com suggests an annual salary range of $44,000 to $65,000 based on 

Glassdoor’s dataset.32 Turner offers slightly more visibility, explaining, “Rates tend to be based 

on the budget of the film but there’s very little that’s ‘standard’ until you start doing bigger 

productions.” He offers some insight into his expectations around pay: 

I try not to do films with budgets under $1 million. My rate for the $1 to $6 million range 

is $15,000 to $20,000, and over $10 million is $40,000 and up. Big studios may pay 

$80,000 to $90,000 for services on a $100M+ film. Then, of course, there are soundtrack 

album points that can be negotiated for but soundtrack income is pretty rare these days.33 

 

 
30 Turner, “Music Supervisor.” 

 
31 See Nicole S. Cohen, “Cultural Work as a Site of Struggle: Freelancers and Exploitation,” tripleC: 

Communication, Capitalism & Critique 10, no. 2 (2012): 142, https://doi.org/10.31269/triplec.v10i2.384. 

 
32 “Music Supervisor Salaries,” Glassdoor, last updated October 16, 2020, 

https://www.glassdoor.com/Salaries/us-music-supervisor-salary-SRCH_IL.0,2_IN1_KO3,19.htm; Turner, “Music 

Supervisor.” 

 
33 Turner, “Music Supervisor.” 
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But many supervisors, particularly those new to the profession, who “hustle for free” on most 

projects, or earn minimal wages in exchange for gaining IMDb credits, do not come close to 

these estimated rates. In fact, many hold full-time positions and pursue music supervision as a 

“side hustle,” or part-time gig.  

Outside of independent music supervisors, the need for a union seems less pressing. 

Some music supervisors who work in studio environments do not even become involved with the 

Guild simply because they feel they are already getting what they need from their employers. 

They see the Guild as an organization better suited for independent music supervisors who lack 

the health insurance and benefits that studio positions provide. They feel stable enough 

professionally and personally, and they view the Guild as an organization that serves a 

population of freelancers who wish to learn more about insurance and similar topics while 

building a community of peers. Kerri Drootin, for instance, says, “I mean, I could support them, 

and I’ve gone to the Guild Awards, and we were up for a Guild award, and I’ve done a bunch of 

their events and stuff, but since I’m employed in-house it doesn’t really make sense for me to 

start paying dues to them.”34 Meanwhile, other music supervisors with whom I spoke were 

somewhat indifferent on the prospect of a union, or they simply had not given it much thought or 

consideration. I asked several music supervisors if they thought a union was a good thing for the 

field, and, not surprising, there were mixed feelings.  

This discussion reveals the disparate concerns, values, and desires among members of the 

music supervision community. It is not surprising that unionization has not occurred for this 

profession. Still relatively young and amorphous, the role is constantly undergoing change and 

those who fill the position, especially freelancers, remain responsible for representing themselves 

 
34 Kerri Drootin, interview with author, May 16, 2018. 
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and learning as they go in this individualistic “wild west.” The pioneers of this frontier, like 

Patsavas and Golubić, arguably have much to lose in terms of projects, not necessarily pay, while 

those with minimal authority or experience have the most to gain with respect to pay. What some 

supervisors see as opportunity, others see as pitfalls that could benefit from the protection and 

stability of a union, but it appears the meeting of the minds that must assuredly occur to 

synthesize a shared understanding that would yield tangible results is still far from reality. 

Moreover, socioeconomic circumstances and perspectives have drastically evolved since the 

1930s, when so many unions, like the Screen Writers Guild and Screen Actors Guild, emerged 

for entertainment industry professionals as the overall strength of and favorable attitudes toward 

unionization efforts were on the rise. 

Technology and the Future of Music Supervision and Sync 

 

Over the next decade and beyond, the music supervision community will more likely engage, in 

one way or another, with AI, blockchain technology, and similar technological advancements. 

The advent of AI into music supervision begs the question “Can we really rely on auto-generated 

playlists to replace music supervisors as ‘tastemakers’ since societal expectations and ascribed 

prestige are so engrained in our culture now?” In “Chop Shop, Music Supervision and the 

Recording Industry’s Possible Futures,” Kyle Barnett paints a clear picture of the circumstances 

in which we find ourselves: “Music supervisors like Chop Shop are also increasingly seen as 

tastemakers in an increasingly fragmented music mediascape. The need for such tastemaking is 

acute amidst the recording industry’s current economic and institutional difficulties.” He refers 

to Bethany Klein’s work, which suggests that “many entertainment journalists and cultural 

commentators have expressed a need for new music gatekeepers, whether they be podcasters, 
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music bloggers or music supervisors.” He argues that music supervisors who function as A&R 

would be the logical gatekeepers.35 

AI compositions and music discovery services may ultimately replace production music 

libraries and databases still used by major studios. Composers of electronic music, in particular, 

may be replaced slowly but surely by bots that compose pieces that sound similar or possess 

characteristics that mirror formulaic structures or musical elements. In addition, continued 

developments in the area of Music Information Retrieval (MIR) will become more and more 

effective at tagging musical works, and, through machine learning and algorithms, will detect 

elements such as “mood, genre, bpm, key and instrument classification.”36 But I would venture 

to say that filmmaking and television production cannot afford to lose the human touch of the 

music supervisor. 

 Other technologies, such as one that Thomas Golubić mentioned in passing during our 

interview, a program which seeks to transform how artists assign publishing and subsequently 

get paid, may come into popularity. Golubić alluded to the “Creative Passport,”37 founded by 

Imogen Heap, which could enable artists to “create delineations of responsibilities on 

 
35 Kyle Barnett, “Chop Shop, Music Supervision and the Recording Industry’s Possible Futures,” Flow: A 

Critical Forum on Media and Culture,” September 24, 2010, http://www.flowjournal.org/2010/09/chop-shop-music-

supervision-and-the-recording-industry/. See also Bethany Klein, “‘The New Radio’: Music Licensing as a 

Response to Industry Woe,” Media, Culture & Society 30, no. 4 (July 2008): 473, https://doi.org/10.1177/ 

0163443708091177. 

 
36 Valerio Velardo, “Super Music Supervision: Quickly Discovering Relevant Music with the Help of AI,” 

Medium, April 26, 2019, https://medium.com/the-sound-of-ai/super-music-supervision-quickly-discovering-

relevant-music-with-the-help-of-ai-c5f36a38cbc0. This technology is already at work to some extent in Spotify: “In 

2014, Spotify acquired Echo Nest, a company that employed Natural Language Processing (NLP) to extract 

semantic information from music-related text content. Spotify constantly crawls the Internet to figure out what 

people think about artists and songs.” Valerio Velardo, “Spotify’s Discover Weekly explained—Breaking from 

Your Music Bubble or, Maybe Not?,” Medium, February 11, 2019, https://medium.com/the-sound-of-ai/spotifys-

discover-weekly-explained-breaking-from-your-music-bubble-or-maybe-not-b506da144123. 

 
37 See “The Creative Passport,” The Creative Passport, accessed September 1, 2020, 

https://www.creativepassport.net. 
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songs…sort of a new ownership approach,” possibly resulting in “more and more companies 

operating outside of the performance royalty companies.”38 This type of technological 

advancement, coupled with the possibilities of blockchain technology, could remove a lot of the 

structures, barriers, and constraints the traditional infrastructure of the field and profession 

encounter on a daily basis, also making the supervisory chain more transparent and flexible, 

especially for international artists and deals. But AI, blockchain technology, and other 

technologies that feature automation and thus greater efficiencies, are not going to fully replace 

humans, especially in music supervision. If anything, as some portions of the music discovery 

and even clearance process might become automated, music coordinators are more likely to be 

replaced than supervisors. And if these tasks that supervisors often delegate to coordinators can 

be automated, we may very well see current employment conditions worsen, with pay rates 

driven lower as the reserve labor force enlarges and workers become even more disposable.  

While machine learning can perhaps come close to replicating what a music supervisor 

can do in terms of finding the right “match” for a sync, it will not fully replace the sensibilities 

and decision-making aptitude of humans. Toby Slade-Baker, founder and director of Thirty Two 

Music, and music supervisor Alex Lodge, do not believe AI will replace music supervisors, but 

they do believe it will change the ways they work, “eventually.” They explain, “We think there 

are too many important areas within a production that unquestionably require an experienced 

supervisor to get rid of us entirely.” They identify their value in negotiations, claiming, “The 

problem with automating licensing is that the true value of a music supervisor who is 

representing the client’s needs at the quoting stage would be lost as a large part of the job 

involves drilling down into the media plan/preferred media and suggesting ways to 

 
38 Thomas Golubić, interview with author, May 11, 2018. 
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streamline/cut out parts of the request that are unnecessary.”39 AI’s potential to replace partial or 

complete processes in sync could only occur in the distant future. There are still countless 

procedures and approvals that would need to be negotiated and standardized before cross-

company collaboration in AI or blockchain systems could work for everyone involved. From 

artists to publishers and licensors, and from supervisors to performing rights organizations and 

production companies, objectives widely vary.  

New Media for Sync 

 

Now that knowledge of music supervision has increased and members of the entertainment 

industry have begun acknowledging its importance, I believe the profession will become more 

involved in other forms of media, extending beyond the film, television, advertising, and video 

game industries. This has already started to happen to some degree. Rossanna Wright, for 

example, has provided music supervision services for immersive theater in Los Angeles. 

Safehouse 77, set in a house party in Los Feliz in 1977, was a unique project she worked on 

recently in Los Angeles. Wright described the project, “You don’t know this, but everybody 

there is a spy and you are there to get recruited to spy missions, they’re testing you.” Drawing 

inspiration from Fleetwood Mac stories and with music in every room through the whole show, 

Wright’s role was “purely creative.” With the exception of a venue license, the project was small 

enough to circumvent the clearance process. Her work involved determining which songs would 

be on the radio in 1977, which songs would have been considered classics at the time, and which 

songs would have been played during a meditation session. Wright says that immersive theater is  

 

 
39 Toby Slade-Baker and Alex Lodge, “Music Supervisors of the Future; Your Jobs Are Safe,” Linkedin, 

October 17, 2018, https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/music-supervisors-future-your-jobs-safe-alex-lodge/. 
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on the “up and up,” so more music supervisors will possibly make a foray into this area.40  

Virtual reality (VR) projects are another area into which music supervision can expand. 

Music supervisor Jessie LaBelle says, “This is going to be a game changer.” She describes some 

of the VR topics that emerged at the 2016 South by Southwest conference (SXSW): 

Advertisers will be using music for ads to create VR experiences for brands. Ideas 

include how to make a music experience in VR world, immersive music experiences such 

as being on stage as a performer looking out onto audiences, being “inside” of a music 

video, 360 surround music in games … It’s a whole new world out there!41 

 

Immersion and interactivity will be important concepts for music supervisors to consider. 

Soundscapes that take into account the amalgamation between a viewer’s personal experience 

and the complete sonic and visual world of the work will become vitally important. Enhanced 

emphasis on individual experience and customized viewing will also increase users’ expectations 

of interactive soundscapes. This will change the ways in which supervisors, licensors, and editors 

work together: “Dynamic audio can’t just be synced in post-production because each experience 

will be different for each use case. So, except for static background sound or audio that isn’t 

spatial, music will have to be factored and integrated into the development earlier rather than 

later.”42 

In a similar vein, Mixed Reality (MR), essentially “overlays of virtual reality projected 

onto actual reality,” will present additional opportunities, especially for music supervisors who 

already have associations with technology companies.43 Microsoft, in particular, champions this 

 
40 Rossanna Wright, interview with author, May 4, 2018. Wright referred to the success of Meow Wolf. See 

“About Meow Wolf,” Meow Wolf, accessed May 6, 2018, https://meowwolf.com/about. 

 
41 “3 Fresh Findings from SXSW to Inspire Your Next Creative Project,” LBB Lab, last modified March 

29, 2016, https://www.lbbonline.com/news/3-fresh-findings-from-sxsw-to-inspire-your-next-creative-project. 

 
42 LBB Lab, “3 Fresh Findings.” 

 
43 Maya Halfon Cordova, interview with author, May 18, 2018. 
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new medium with products like HoloLens.44 Additionally, streaming platforms, which have seen 

sustained growth, will continue to provide opportunities for music supervisors through immense 

amounts of content creation. The demand for streamed content due to recent shifts in the 

consumption of media will likely persist for the foreseeable future as a lasting effect of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

Implications for Further Research 

 

Many of the issues I have explored in the preceding chapters are neither new to the entertainment 

industry nor unique to cultural production professions. However, a thorough and analytical 

survey of the field and profession of music supervision has yet to appear, and music supervision 

remains critically unexamined in the academy. In an effort to demonstrate that music supervision 

is a topic worthy of study and analysis, this dissertation seeks to place the subject area in 

scholarship in order to spark conversations and reflections that further problematize issues facing 

industry players. Further research on this topic should deepen the purview of these and other 

issues.  

Possible avenues of inquiry could be labor relations, pay, or gender parity. Of particular 

interest following the COVID-19 pandemic will likely be economic analysis, for which 

researchers may wish to give special attention to the potential upsurge in sync licensing and 

corresponding financial impact, especially with regard to the streaming content sector. An 

analytical lens extending beyond music supervision in Hollywood would be interesting to pursue 

and could reveal regional idiosyncrasies. The Guild of Music Supervisors East could serve as the 

subject of study, with its particular leaders, board, and members serving as interlocutors, or the 

Guild of Music Supervisors UK chapter could be central to the study to demonstrate international 

 
44 “HoloLens 2,” Microsoft, accessed December 1, 2019, https://www.microsoft.com/en-

us/hololens/hardware. 
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differences, similarities, and peculiarities. The ethnographic framework employed for this project 

could be extended to broader populations with the use of surveys, focus groups, and a variety of 

other communication methods to solicit large sets of data from diverse groups, especially 

audience members, who could shed more light on consumer preferences, tastes, and perceptions 

of supervisors and their work. The supervisor’s relationship with licensors and publishers could 

be further examined, and discussion could primarily concern pertinent development in copyright, 

policy, and legal sectors. 

Additional musical analysis of sync placements and compositions written specifically for 

sync could offer a number of insights. Analysis could be categorized by medium, with studies 

focused on musical elements unique to film, television, advertising, video game, or virtual reality 

projects. This could be further categorized into genres within each medium, such as film or 

television comedy, drama, action, romance, or suspense genres. Examination within these 

categories and genres could be focused on a single supervisor’s body of work or could be a 

comparison of examples from a handful of different supervisors’ projects. Exploration of timbre, 

in particular, could reveal appropriation or disposal of trends or practices. Discussions centered 

around structural and stylistic elements could also uncover homogenization or disintegration of 

conventions or common compositional devices within sync. 

It is my hope that the issues explored in this dissertation would be examined by aspiring 

and established members of the music supervision profession, as well as the Guild of Music 

Supervisors, to bridge the gap between critical analysis in academia and industry news, 

discourse, and practice. As such, future research on music supervision curriculum for higher 

education or music industry programs could offer insights to both the academy and the field as 

well, uncovering strengths and areas for improvement. Research could also more directly relate 
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to strategic planning intended to critique and aid trade-specific non-profit organizations 

functioning within the entertainment industry. Projects on unionization, as pertains to this labor 

force, specifically, could also prove beneficial to both academic and professional audiences. 

Academic discourse coupled with engagement from and within the music supervision 

community could result in synergistic revelations and resolutions for those involved. 
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