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Abstract

The 21st edition of the Annual Conference of the International Society for Music Information
Retrieval (ISMIR) introduced so-called “special sessions,” giving room for discussion on
various topics related to music information retrieval (MIR). I report on the activities related
to this special session No. 7 with the title “How do we—in MIR research—help artists? Do
we?”, and summarize the insights gained from the discussion. Being well-aware that the
MIR community has come up with contributions that had a positive impact on artists, we
particularly discussed the challenges that hinder MIR contributions from being adopted in
the field and the problems when MIR innovations with presumably good intentions turn out
to have a bad impact. Besides the many challenges, we also came up with ideas how we
could move forward and better address artists’ needs.

1 Introduction

The 21st edition of the Annual Conference of the International Society for Music Information
Retrieval (ISMIR) was the first one being held online. With the transfer to the virtual world,
ISMIR became vISMIR. So-called “special sessions” were introduced giving room for discussion
on various topics related to music information retrieval (MIR). I had the honor to host a special
session (No. 7) that I entitled “How do we—in MIR research—help artists? Do we?” that was
scheduled for the last day of the conference (15 October 2020). We used one of the conference’s
Slack channels dedicated to discuss the topic with the community throughout the conference week.
The copestone of the discussion was the special session that took place as a video conference via
Zoom. While originally scheduled for one hour, we spontaneously extended our lively discussion
to 1.5 hours.

In this event report, I summarize the topics discussed in both the Slack channel and in the
video conference.

2 Starting Point

The special session (No. 7) with the title “How do we—in MIR research—help artists? Do we?”
came with the following announcement:
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In MIR research, we have a wide repertoire of methods to learn about music and about
how it is used, etc. Yet, how can MIR be used to help current artists to move forward—
in creativity or in making a career? Are we helping artists already? Could we do better?

And T started off the Slack discussion with the following comment:

My introductory question is very cynical—between the lines. I think the artists are
rarely in the loop when we are doing our research in the MIR field. What is your
stance on this? Can you convince me of the opposite? Do you have ideas to move
forward? Maybe it’s not even desired—in the MIR field—to help artists...?!’

3 MIR Contributions That Had an Impact on Artists

The community was clear that the MIR field came up with contributions that had a (positive)
impact on artists.

Optical music recognition (OMR) (for recent reviews, see Calvo-Zaragoza et al. [2020] and
Shatri and Fazekas [2020]) is a prominent example that enabled a variety of outcomes that sup-
port real-world tasks, including music search and processing (e.g., transposing), score-following,
automatic page-turning. It is worthwhile to note that also other technologies and methods support
these and similar tasks such as, for instance, score-following from raw sheet-music images (see e.g.,
Henkel et al. [2020] and Shan and Tsai [2020]).

Furthermore, participants indicated that some solo artists use automatic (expressive) accom-
paniment in their live performances. For a recent critical review of research in the field, see
Cancino-Chacén et al. [2018].

We observe that a flood of music training apps has entered the market in the recent years,
where those apps typically rely on a variety of MIR contributions with respect to beat tracking,
pitch detection, etc., in real-time. While we noticed that most of those apps seem to target
self-training, integrating such apps in other educational settings (e.g., at music schools) would
basically be possible.

4 Challenges of MIR Contributions Being Adopted

The discussion also pointed to the challenges that hinder MIR contributions being adopted by
artists. One problem is that research contributions typically do not go beyond the prototype level;
yet, further development is needed so that artists can adopt innovations in practice. Moreover,
we discussed that the apps provided are often very complex and lack usability, which hinders
adoption.

Furthermore, for many tasks, MIR technology—although advanced over time—still performs
relatively poorly compared to a trained human carrying out the same task.

A challenge also lies in clearly communicating what an app can do (and what not) and still
conveying the message of innovativeness for marketing the app. For example, users may expect
perfection (e.g., in a transcription task) instead of considering the app as a tool to support a
human in performing the transcription task.
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For some apps, it may be too risky to use those in live situations, not because the app’s
performance itself but because of the environmental settings that it should be used in. For
example, let us consider the use of a digital sheet music system for an entire orchestra or big band
at a big live event. If there is a problem in the environment—which may be as simple as one cable
being accidentally disconnected—, the entire orchestra will not longer be able to access any sheet
music at all [Bauer, 2012]. Overall, there is typically little flexibility for last-minute changes, while
last-minute changes are rather the norm than the exception at live events.

5 Impact of MIR on Artists

In the discussion, we addressed many MIR innovations that have a direct or indirect impact on
artists—yet, not necessarily always a good one.

For instance, full automation may eliminate jobs; jobs that were carried out by humans before.
When considering the implications, we need to distinguish between the automation of tasks and
the automation of full jobs. Essentially, the purpose of many current apps are meant to support
humans in performing their tasks (e.g., better, quicker). We agreed that the main focus should
lie on the automation of tasks rather than jobs, to support artists in their tasks and activities.

However, we also found that innovations with good intentions turned out to have a bad impact.
An example for such negative implications is that copyright bots repeatedly block non-copyright-
protected music [Brodeur, 2020]. Similarly, also content creators suffer from the platform’s semi-
automated strike and appeal policies; for instance, chatbots frequently lead to a takedown of
educational content that should fall under “fair use” (i.e., falling under the exemptions of most
copyright laws that allow the use of copyrighted material for specific educational purposes and set-
tings) [Alexander, 2019]. Thus, while this technology may have been developed with the intention
to protect artists (or rather, their intellectual property), it turns out to work against them. The
major underlying problem for such complications is that in many research communities—and this
includes the MIR community—, we do not reflect deeply on what could go wrong (the risks) with
our technologies when implemented in real-world scenarios and on the impact it may have on the
various stakeholders (e.g., artists, music consumers, copyright management organizations). The
question remains whether we need to reflect more on our contributions or earlier in the process—or
(possibly) both.

Further concerns relate to the implications of music recommender systems for artists. The
integration of recommenders into the majority of today’s music platforms may support artists in
reaching a larger audience or achieving more intense listeners. Still, we were divided whether only
a small number of artists is supported by current systems [Bauer, 2019; Im et al., 2019]. We agreed,
though, that the MIR community has ever-since engaged in research to promote long-tail content
(“digging into the music landscape”) [Celma, 2010; Craw et al., 2015; Turnbull et al., 2008]. A
critical path could be to find a balance in satisfying users and providing artists visibility [Mehrotra
et al., 2018].

Another concern relates to the way that music platforms currently employ MIR contributions:
The platforms seem to detach the user experience from the artists. The currently employed access-
based business model (compared to an ownership-based model) incentivizes consumption [Arditi,
2018] and is less focused on the artists than other business models based on, e.g., (physical) record
sales. A participant pointed out,
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Many people do not even care which artists they listen to under such a system.

There was a vivid discussion about finding “fairer” ways of compensating artists. For example,
user-centric payouts seem to be fairer for a set of genres; yet, for some genres only [Dredge, 2020].
Another idea proposed by one participant was to integrate a “donate/support” button, providing
an easy-to-use opportunity to support a specific artist. We also discussed portals that offer
“fairer” compensation schemes for artists than the current major players, with particular pointers
to Bandcamp’s model as well as Resonate.io’s ‘stream-to-own model.” However, such portals are
often niche portals; yet, users seem to prioritize choice over fairness to artists. A participant
pointed out that the major hurdle for niche players arises from the licensing scheme and the costs
involved; they would want to offer all kinds of content but cannot. A possible solution (if the
licensing scheme is not changed) could be to find a way to integrate items into a (niche) platform
that are sold elsewhere. In the discussion of the many structural reasons why many creators do not
get paid their fair share, a participant pointed out that one of the major problems for fair royalty
payments is the lack of comprehensive metadata [Deahl, 2019]. The MIR community could greatly
contribute here. Yet, a participant commented to observe a lack of interest in (or underestimates
the relevance of) the topic in the MIR community.

In the context of compensation, fairness, copyright, an unsolved issue is how to deal with false
copyright claims and the situation that there are no, or only few, consequences for fraud.

6 Moving Forward

Besides the many challenges, we also came up with ideas how we could move forward and better
address artists’ needs.

Considering specific tasks, specific settings, specific situations. Different tasks, set-
tings, or situations come with different requirements. Thus, if we want to support artists,
we need to address those specific needs and requirements. One size does not fit all. For in-
stance, requirements may depend on the profession, proficiency level, instrument, music styles,
solo/band/ensemble/orchestra, etc.

Reaching out to artists—talk to them. If we want to support artists, we need to involve
them. First, we need to reach out to artists for eliciting their demands and requirements. Artists
are the only ones that genuinly understand what they are doing; they can tell what tasks they
consider complex, repetitious, etc. Artists can tell how things work in the field—in the context of
use. Hence, it is advisable to reach out to artists already before any development starts. Second,
we need to involve artists in our ewvaluation efforts. More specifically, we need to evaluate our
research and developments with artists that have the profiles that we target with our research or
development. Integrating artists already early in the process, may provide early feedback and give
direction. In all efforts, we should be aware that one size does not fit all. Different artists have
different needs. For instance, we need to consider the different levels of proficiency and the different
kinds of tasks. Often, there is even a wider variety of stakeholders involved (e.g., instrumentalists,
singers, songwriters, educators, students). For example, for an educational app, learners and
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educators most probably have different needs and may deliver different insights on what could
support the learning process; also, parents may play a role in shaping these requirements.

Embracing methodology used in the human-computer interaction (HCI) field. The
methodology embraced in the HCI community (e.g., interviews, co-design, interactive prototyping)
may enrich what we are doing in MIR. We may learn and employ such methods ourselves or
collaborate with experts in those fields.

Overall, I want to emphasize that music is embedded in a social and economic ecosystem. MIR
research impacts all. To conclude, I want to quote Cynthia Liem’s words that very well express
the timeliness and urgency to put effort in supporting artists:

[...] in locked-down times like these, when stages are closed and audiences are con-
fined... having technology supporting artists in still being able to make and share music
may be more important than it’s ever been...
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