
This is a special media business report I received research and reporting 

attribution for. The client is an award-winning journalist who has been 

nominated for both an Academy and Emmy Award.  

Music in the Lives of College Students 

The current generation of 17 to 21 year-olds — born between 1990 and 1994 — 
is known by many names: Generation Z, Generation Text, Millennials, or 
Digital Natives, depending on whom you ask. These people have come of age 
with Internet access to free music. Media companies, ad agencies, holding 
companies, Wall Street firms, and parents want to understand the influence of 
music on the lives of the generation of current college students. This Internet 
Generation will drive changes in the music industry today, tomorrow, and into 
the future. Current trends provide some insight into how this generation 
consumes music and is likely to consume it in the future. 

Today’s college students consider music an integral part of their lives. Where 
Baby Boomers perhaps remember watershed moments like Woodstock or 
other live concert performances, today’s college students view music as the 
soundtrack to their lives. Their outlook on music, as well as the way in which 
they consume music will have a far-reaching impact on the entire music 
industry. Consider issues such as illegal music downloads. It’s safe to say that 
using the Internet to stream and download music is a cat that can’t be put 
back in the bag. Developing economically viable solutions that factor in young 
people’s attitudes and motivations is critical.  

Today’s college students grew up with the internet and tend to desire instant 
gratification in terms of purchasing, downloading and listening to their music. 
Many of the college students interviewed for this report indicated a preference 
for listening to their music online or on internet-enabled devices or MP3 
players. Ali Nelson, a 19-year old college student originally from Michigan, 
feels music has a constant presence in her life. “I always have music on, all day 
long. Music has driven my late night study sessions, influencing me to pass my 
exams.” She lists Adele, Beyonce, The White Stripes, Minus the Bear, Grieves, 
Eminem, and Kings of Leon among her favorite artists. When asked about 
Canadian rapper Drake, she replied, “I can't get past his role in Degrassi to 
really know his music.” 

With CD sales suffering, many record companies are in crisis mode trying to 
adapt to an increasingly digital society. Today’s college students are early 
adopters and at ease with new technologies. Pennsylvania State University 



senior Allen Vickers may like some “old school” artists like Earth Wind and 
Fire and the Temptations, but he likes to listen to them via iTunes, YouTube, 
and LastFM. He also likes newer artists like Jay-Z, Kanye West, Pac Div, and 
Tyler, the Creator.      

In a 2010 study published in the Atlantic Journal of 
Communication,researchers at Syracuse University’s S. I. Newhouse School of 
Public Communications found that “social utility was the most important 
motivation for illegal downloading.” In the view of the study, music piracy is a 
social phenomenon. After conducting both qualitative and quantitative 
research, the authors conclude that “listening to digital music is an essential 
part of the college lifestyle.” In fact, the Syracuse researchers provide further 
insights into the attitudes of college students by highlighting their propensity 
to use the Internet. “Behaviorally, college students spend more time with the 
Internet than any other medium. More than 30% of college students spend at 
least 10 hours on the Internet, whereas 20% spend 20 hours or more.” There 
are signs of a high level of social acceptance for piracy, with over 50% of 
students voluntarily disclosing to researchers that they illegally download 
music. 
Recent attempts to satisfy the social aspect of listening to music while still 
compensating the rights holders seem to be gaining traction. Some college 
students support these efforts. Elena Ortiz of Albuquerque, New Mexico 
supports efforts to provide music and compensate artists and record 
companies. “For artists just starting out that’s their job and everybody gets 
paid for their job. But it’s kind of a right to have music. People should pay for 
it that’s important but sometimes the prices are outrageous. I like Pandora 
because you can listen to the music and the artist is still getting paid. That’s 
better than illegal downloads.”  Ortiz likes Eminem, Adele, Drake, Beyonce, 
Lady Gaga, and loves the Beatles. She values originality in music, “It’s 
important to me in music that people do their own thing.”  
There are tremendous opportunities to connect with this demographic for 
marketers that know how to reach these college students. If current trends are 
any indicator of future developments, today’s college students will demand 
more musical choices than past generations and more channels through which 
to consume their music. They will continue to listen to newer artists like Adele 
and Lady Gaga as well as classic acts like the Beatles, who topped the charts in 
2011 with the iTunes release of the 27-track “1” album, a collection of the 
band’s greatest hits. Although the album originally debuted in 2000, the 
iTunes release rocketed to the top of the charts—ahead of Adele’s hit album 
“21” and Lil Wayne’s “Tha Carter IV.” 

 


