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If there’s one
thing we learned
this year, it’s that
$#!t can hit the
fan, fast. And as
fast as the climate
changes, brands
need to adapt just
as quickly.

2020 has been, among other things, an
extreme catalyst for change. Adversity—
brought on by a global pandemic and
widespread social injustice protests—
forced the marketing industry (and the
world) to rapidly self-reflect and, ultimately,
adapt. In a matter of months, we have
redefined every aspect of how we work,
parent, socialize, and even live-but one
ability in particular has become even more
imperative: listening.
As an industry, we listen to the fluctuations
happening all around us to make informed
decisions about our business.
As marketers, we listen to our consumers
to understand their needs and respond to
their demand.
As humans, we listen both to each other
and to our favorite music, as a form of
communication and escape.
And as Pandora, we listen to the world’s
newest soundscape in real-time, how audio
consumption has shifted, and how we
can move forward together building truly
authentic connections with your audience
everywhere they are.

2

THE 2021 DEFINITIVE GUIDE TO AUDIO

THE MUSIC
THAT DEFINES US
Music is undeniably a huge piece of
our individual identities. It’s also a force
for diversity that has brought people
together since the very first song was ever
played. Various communities, regions, and
cultures may express it differently,
but music is the one universal language
we all share.
It comes as no surprise, then, that audio
continued to play a growing role in
peoples’ lives, more so this year than ever
before. In 2020, listeners have turned
to audio as a mood enhancer (82%), a
welcome distraction (67%), and a way
to find necessary companionship (34%).

2020 was a stunning reminder of the
true Power of Audio. People continue
to identify with it because it affects our
mood, stimulates our brain, triggers
emotional reactions, and invokes the
imagination in ways no other medium can.
Audio is our constant companion through
ups and downs, and serves as a source of
relief from constant visual fatigue
and overload.
The value of audio to reach consumers
has only accelerated and gained growing
awareness. Brands that incorporate a sonic
strategy into their overall media plan are
able to tap into the consumer’s daily life
at just the right moment—the moment you
are most likely to influence their decision—
making process.
That is the power of audio.

“Music is my home, my
safe place, and my
best friend—music has
provided me strength
and comfort.”
—Pandora Listener
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The same goes for audio; the average daily audio
streaming hours have increased 32% since the beginning
of the year.3 More adults in the U.S. are listening to their
favorite music, talk shows, and podcasts across streaming
platforms instead of traditional platforms—for the first time
ever. That’s right: 53% of all daily listening is now digital.4
This shift is fueled by consumer demand. The audio
of today provides what AM/FM never could with
connectivity, accessibility, and personalization—all
powered by technology and the rise of
voice—enabled devices.

OF U.S. ADULT STREAMERS
ARE 18—44

9 in 10
35%
AUDIO

While traditional TV and radio have trended downward for
years, widespread shelter-in-place has only accelerated
the fall as people opt for digital streaming services that
offer content on–demand. A whopping 48% of so-called
cord-cutters did so within the past year, and 9% in the first
month of shelter-in-place (March 21–April 22, 2020).2

50%

VIDEO

This year has permanently altered
consumer behavior—and we’re not
just talking about wearing masks and
hoarding toilet paper. We’re redefining
and rediscovering our lifestyle, from
the devices we use to what we expect
from brands, how we communicate,
and how we listen.

Ever heard of this little thing called streaming? Digital
dominance only continues to expand as consumers
stream both audio and video content at unprecedented
rates, fueled by convenience, on-demand content, and
the rise of connected devices. In a recent study, 66% of
respondents have used a streaming audio service like
Pandora, and 78% have used a streaming video service
like Netflix.2

STREAM BOTH AUDIO
AND VIDEO

OF STREAMERS ARE
MULTICULTURAL

54%

LISTEN TO AD-SUPPORTED
STREAMING AUDIO CONTENT

59%

OF PAID AUDIO SUBSCRIBERS
LISTEN TO AD-SUPPORTED AUDIO

79%

WATCH AD-SUPPORTED
ONLINE VIDEOS

59%

OF PAID VIDEO SUBSCRIBERS ALSO
LISTEN TO AD-SUPPORTED AUDIO
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KEEPING
TEMPO
WITH
CONSUMERS

Streaming Soars

GENERATION STREAM2

Ad-supported vs. Ad-free.
Is it one or the other?

It’s a bit of both. There is a common

misconception that people pick one

or the other. In reality, most consumers
freely toggle between the two. People

follow the content they like across both
ad-supported and ad-free platforms.
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Three in four Americans have changed their routine due
to the pandemic5—and their media habits have changed
with them. Home offices, home gyms, virtual classrooms,
and half-full (or half-empty) restaurants unsurprisingly
have people spending more time at home. In May,
70% of audio listening was happening in home (vs.
almost 50% at the beginning of the year)6 with a 16%
spike on digital devices.7
PC and desktop listening is on the rise as well. With
two thirds of full-time workers now working from
home,8 bedrooms, living rooms, and patios have been
transformed into offices—and laptops into speaker
systems. Virtual offices have put PC and desktop
listening back on the map, with a 54% increase in
daily time spent listening, amassing 14% share of ear.6

Music as a Constant
Audio consumption reflects consumer lifestyles. So while
we don’t need a chart to tell us that music is still the top
source of audio entertainment, the content world did
experience some dramatic shifts. With an impressive 35%
Q/Q growth,8 news programming took the #2 spot. (Turns
out, a global pandemic + worldwide march on social
injustice gets people to tune into the news).

Audio puts us in the #Mood

54%

While most people stream both audio

GROWTH IN DAILY
TIME SPENT LISTENING
TO AUDIO6

and video, they play very different roles
in our lives. Video streaming tends to

lead to 10-hour never-leave-your-couch

BY DEVICE

binge sessions, while audio streaming
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LFH: Listening From Home

tends to lead to more productive

activities such as cooking or exercising.

43%

23%
19%
40%

4%
6%
MOBILE

SMART
SPEAKER

CONNECTED
TV

PC/DESKTOP

73%
B Y C AT E G O R Y

MORE LIKELY TO
MAKE LISTENERS FEEL
CONNECTED

LESS LIKELY TO MAKE
LISTENERS FEEL LAZY

Listener research study in partnership with Omnicom
Media Group and Edison Research2

1.6%

MUSIC

DAILY TIME
SPENT LISTENING8

MORE LIKELY TO PUT
LISTENERS IN A GOOD
MOOD

SPORTS

9.3%
10.8%

TALK

NEWS
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With fresh optimism from the new year,
the advertising industry entered 2020
with record-breaking media budgets...
only to be met with a global pandemic
that brought everything crashing down.

2020 ESTIMATED PERCENT
CHANGE IN AD SPEND12

The pandemic brought spending to an absolute halt.
Starting the year with a cool $242.1 billion secured in
media,10 the industry then experienced double digit
declines across TV, print, and radio ad spending.

YOY

But, on the flipside, not all spending is in the red zone.
The massive shift to digital and streaming platforms means
advertiser dollars are following: over 50% of advertisers
feel they can replace the reach of linear TV with ads
within streaming services.11 Although down from original
projections, digital is the only category this year that will
see a rise in spending, with 6% in year-overyear growth.12

DIGITAL

+6%
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MARKETING’S
“OH $#!T”
MOMENT

Dollars Go Digital

-8%
TOTAL AD SPEND

-30%
TRADITIONAL

The COVID Content Boom
87% of consumers say they’re consuming more
media due to coronavirus. Publishers and creators
have had no choice but to respond with an
increase in content.13
This year brought on a massive influx of podcasts,
TV shows (specifically from streaming services),
and music, satisfying consumers’ demand with
everything their hearts—and ears—desired.
Content creation has been reimagined and
is being created as fast as it’s consumed.

Technology and social media have given creators
direct access to consumers. Now podcast hosts,
artists, and influencers can easily and efficiently
create from the comfort of their own homes and
deliver straight to listeners’ ears, resulting in
a volume of content unlike anything we’ve
ever seen.
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Yes, programmatic has been on the rise for years, but the increased demand
for flexibility, quality, and control has led advertisers to invest more heavily
in automated platforms. By the end of this year, programmatic transactions
will make up 84.5% of the display market, including digital audio
and podcast ads.14
Especially in an unpredictable climate, advertisers are quickly realizing
the benefits of programmatic audio advertising—benefits they can’t get
elsewhere. High consumer engagement in a brand safe environment,
coupled with targeting efficiencies and reliable data insights is an extremely
powerful combination that makes it an essential part of the media mix.
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Programmatic Pays Off

“I love seeing the creativity
used to provide a cool
watching and sound
experience for the viewer/
fans. Some concepts have
been next level!”
—Pandora Listener

Publishers are recognizing the value, too. As more and more streaming
audio platforms embrace automation, eMarketer predicts that one fifth
of digital audio ads will be sold or transacted programmatically by 2022.15

Goodbye Green Room,
Hello Living Room
The event industry quickly reimagined how
to keep artists connected to their fans. Enter:
Couch Concerts.
From virtual festivals to drive-in concerts
and online dance parties, a new slew of
virtual events have taken the industry by

storm. And although no virtual experience
can ever replace concerts, music-lovers are
appreciating the new, intimate take on live
music. In fact, more people have tuned into
virtual concerts than any other virtual eventincluding business conferences, Instagram
sessions, and gaming streams.16

TOP PERKS OF VIRTUAL EVENTS17
FA N S W A N T. . .

69%

TO SEE ARTIST HOME/ FAMILY

65%

ARTIST MEET & GREET TO FEEL CONNECTED

60%

EVENT TO BE INTERACTIVE WITH ARTIST

MERCH AND WILL BUY IT TO SUPPORT THEM

43%
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With the world in flux, brands switched
to survival mode. Budgets were cut,
campaigns were paused, and “we care
about you” emails flooded the inbox. In real
time, marketers were forced to reevaluate
their entire communication strategy.

Brands are part of the national discourse, and consumers
look to them to take a stance. History has proven that one
of the best things a brand can do through a crisis is keep
talking. According to the IAB, 73% of advertisers modified
or developed new assets since the beginning of 2020,
and of those that did, 53% increased messaging that
emphasizes the mission of their company.
With the whole world watching, figuring out what to say
is no small task. Neglecting the collective reality of 2020
can make a brand seem out of touch, which provides
an opportunity for brands to humanize their approach.
Listeners appreciate brand messages that are both honest
and uplifting to provide a break from the news cycle.
Your brand can be that source of comfort and escape.
In a world of real-time shifts, audio is the only tool that
gives brands the ability to adjust their message as rapidly
as culture demands it—and deliver it directly to
consumers’ ears.
A sound sonic strategy allows your brand to:
1. Swiftly change its tone in response to cultural shifts.
2. Remain omnipresent across devices, at local and
national levels, even as listening behaviors change.

53%

OF LISTENERS WANT TO SEE ADS/
CONTENT THAT ARE INFORMATIVE/
RELEVANT TO THEIR PRODUCT/SERVICE

50%

OF LISTENERS WANT TO SEE ADS/
CONTENT THAT ARE POSITIVE AND
UPLIFTING

28%

OF LISTENERS WANT TO SEE ADS
WITH VIRTUAL ACTIVITIES THAT
BRING PEOPLE TOGETHER
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THE BIG
BRAND
REMIX

Pitch Adjustment

MESSAGING MATTERS1

Like a good
neighbor...
Did your brain automatically finish that

statement? State Farm is a best-in-class

example of a sonic strategy that utilizes a

sonic logo as an ever-changing and growing
asset. When the pandemic hit, the insurance

giant fine-tuned their sonic ID in just two days
to better align with the environment. 50% of

survey respondents saying that the new logo
gave them a positive association with the

brand and a 14 point increase in Vertionic’s
annual Audio Logo Index.16
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Pandora’s in-house creative consultancy, Studio Resonate, is the expert
in audio advertising and has first-hand experience adjusting creative
to fit any moment.

20% IS WHAT YOU SAY
What will you say?
1

2

3

BE INFORMATIVE & RELEVANT
Do you have relevant messaging?
Don’t force it.
TELL LISTENERS WHAT TO DO
Include a clear call-to-action.
SHOW SUPPORT (TO COMMUNITY)
Offer real guidance and solutions,
not platitudes.
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Creative Best Practices

80% IS HOW YOU SAY IT
How will you say it?
1

2

3

CONSIDER THE CONTEXT
Be personal, optimistic, and
empathetic.
EXPLICIT VS. IMPLICIT
Acknowledge the current
environment but don’t overstep.
PROVIDE AN ESCAPE
Don’t be tone deaf, but levity
is still embraced.

Ultimately, listeners responded positively to the open communication
and real-time adjustments. Brands that invested in new messaging
experienced brand favorability and market share in the long run. In
a study by Veritonic, an audio intelligence platform, 66% of listeners
strongly agreed or agreed that acknowledgment of the crisis increased
their favorability toward the brand.18
9

TRENDS REPORT

AUDIO FIRST
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If there’s one thing we learned this year, it’s that change is
the only constant. Here’s what to watch out for as the massive
changes from 2020 continue to impact 2021.

Out: Traditional Media
In: Streaming Audio
As the marketplace rebounds, an audio strategy will emerge as an absolute “must” for
brands and a “must buy” for media planners. As publishers continue to build and expand
holistic audio ecosystems—especially with the addition of podcasts—it will become easier
and safer for advertisers to access broad audiences, scale audio inventory, perform
advanced measurement, and utilize seamless planning and buying solutions.
Brand Implications

Agency Implications

As audio’s flexibility, quick-to-production
timeline, and intimate storytelling abilities
take the spotlight, creative briefs will be
enhanced to include a renewed focus on
having an audio brand identity, instead of
solely visual.

With marketers “following the listeners”
and doubling down on audio assets,
media planners and buyers will turn their
attention to audio platforms that can
create rich brand experiences backed
by measurable business outcomes.
This will lead to a demand for better
industry metrics, such as audibility and
standardized podcast measurement.
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AGILITY IS
EVERYTHING

Out: Upfronts
In: Real-time Planning
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TRENDS REPORT

Throw away the old planning process and timelines. Upfront planning, multi-year
commitments and annualized communication plans are obsolete, and the industry is
quickly formulating the new advertising standards. Publishers who can deliver flexible
buying terms and data-driven platforms and products will ultimately lay the groundwork
for creating new programmatic marketplaces within connected home, in-car, and other
connected devices.
Brand Implications

Agency Implications

Marketers will move away from longterm, multi-year contracts and operate on
more shorter—term planning cycles. With
a focus on fluidity and real-time response,
ad dollars will continue to shift to digital
media as it allows for flexible and
dynamic messaging. And as technology
and targeting capabilities continue to
improve, brands will take on a more
strategic, personalized approach
to messaging.

Fewer, Bigger, Better Partnerships. With
the growing importance of time-sensitive
messaging, agencies will look to develop
deeper partnerships with publishers
that not only offer flexible solutions that
meet their advertising client needs, but
can double as strategic consultants that
provide best practices in this
“real-time world”.
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THE COOKIES
HAVE CRUMBLED
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TRENDS REPORT

Out: Cookies
In: 1st Party Data/Advertiser Owned CRM
Earlier this year, Chrome became the final major browser to sunset cookies (scheduled
for 2021), and Apple announced changes to IDFA in iOS 14 that will make addressability
much more challenging. While ad tech is scrambling to come up with new solutions,
audio publishers will focus their narrative on the power of their logged-in user base,
using their vast people-level data to differentiate, and demonstrate how they can support
identity needs for both brands and listeners.
Brand Implications

Agency Implications

With big change comes big opportunity.
Brands will look beyond third party
data and embrace other forms, such as
advertiser first party data. Publishers
who can create strong privacy-safe
deterministic matches to these data
sets will provide the highest quality
for advertisers.

Agencies will strike deals with
publishers that have quality first party
data opportunities to create addressable
audiences through enriched data
offerings that deliver more personalized
people connections.
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REPRESENTING
AMERICA’S VOICE
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TRENDS REPORT

Out: One Size Fits All
In: Diversity & Representation
This year we all had to take a step back and re-educate ourselves on important social
and racial injustice issues to determine how we, as marketers and as humans, can not
only take a stance, but implement real, system-wide change. Consumers expect and
want more. Artists expect and want more. Publishers will make deeper investment in
diverse content, community and programs for ALL artists, listeners, and brands.
Brand Implications

Agency Implications

53% of consumers are more likely to
purchase from a brand that aligns with
their social or political beliefs.19 Because
of that, brands are actively working to not
only represent diverse cultures but also
to better understand the many audiences
that represent their consumer base.

Best-in-class targeting, scaled audiences,
and unique insights that inform
messaging will be at the top of agency
priority lists. Beyond the media buy,
agencies will look to align with publishers
that are transparent and have dedicated
initiatives that support diversity, equity
and inclusion practices.
13

Words by
LAUREN D. WILLIAMS
Senior Director, Strategic Audio + Vertical Marketing

Audio continues to be one of the most powerful tools for storytelling, especially
in the midst of a massive shift. Beyond its ability to create unique emotional
connections, audio provides the opportunity to adapt and change your message
nearly instantaneously.
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A SOUND
FINALE

Today, the world sounds different. And the reality is, the world is different. If you listen
carefully, you’ll hear that your consumers’ needs are constantly changing, and you, too,
need to adjust your sound.

As much as we all want things to go back to “normal,” the world is not done changing,
and therefore, your brand is not done growing. The impacts of 2020 are monumental—
and will shape Innovation, Creativity, and Content for decades to come (more on each
in Definitive Guide to Audio Chapters 2–4).
No matter what this sounds like, Pandora is tuned in and committed to helping you
build the best possible relationship with your consumer.
As always, we’ll be right here, listening.

pandoraforbrands.com
@PandoraBrands
@pandora—for—brands
@PandoraForBrands
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