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Types of Music Licenses

Types of Music Licenses

In the music industry, licensing is a crucial aspect that governs how music is used, distributed, and
monetized. There are several types of music licenses that govern different aspects of music usage, each with
its own set of terms and conditions. Understanding these licenses is essential for anyone working in the
music industry, particularly in the field of music licensing and sync business.

Public Performance License

A public performance license is required when music is played in public, such as in restaurants, bars, clubs,
retail stores, or on the radio. This license grants the licensee the right to publicly perform a musical work.
The license fees collected are then distributed to the rights holders, such as songwriters, composers, and
music publishers. Performing Rights Organizations (PROs) like ASCAP, BMI, and SESAC are responsible for
collecting these fees and distributing them to the rights holders.

For example, if a restaurant plays background music for its customers, it needs a public performance license
to ensure that the songwriters and composers receive royalties for their work.

One challenge in the public performance licensing space is monitoring and tracking music usage in various
public venues to ensure that the appropriate royalties are paid to the rights holders.

Mechanical License

A mechanical license is required when music is reproduced or distributed in physical or digital formats, such
as CDs, vinyl records, digital downloads, or streaming services. This license grants the licensee the right to
reproduce and distribute a musical work. The license fees collected are typically paid to the music
publishers, who then distribute a portion of the royalties to the songwriters and composers.

For example, if a record label wants to release a cover version of a popular song on a CD or on streaming
platforms, they need to obtain a mechanical license from the music publisher who owns the rights to the
song.

One challenge with mechanical licenses is ensuring that the correct royalties are paid for each copy or
stream of a musical work, especially in the digital age where music consumption is rapidly evolving.

Synchronization License

A synchronization license, commonly referred to as a sync license, is required when music is synchronized
with visual media, such as in films, TV shows, commercials, video games, or online videos. This license grants
the licensee the right to synchronize a musical work with visual content. The license fees are negotiated
between the rights holders (songwriters, composers, music publishers) and the licensee (film studios, TV
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networks, advertising agencies).

For example, if a filmmaker wants to use a popular song in a movie soundtrack, they need to obtain a
synchronization license from the music publisher who owns the rights to the song.

One challenge with synchronization licenses is negotiating fair fees for the use of music in visual media, as
the value of a song's placement in a film or TV show can vary greatly depending on the context and reach
of the media.

Master Use License

A master use license is required when a specific recording of a musical work is used in visual media, such as
in films, TV shows, commercials, or video games. This license grants the licensee the right to use a specific
recording of a musical work. The license fees are negotiated between the rights holders (record labels,
recording artists) and the licensee (film studios, TV networks, advertising agencies).

For example, if a TV show wants to use a specific recording of a song in an episode, they need to obtain a
master use license from the record label that owns the recording.

One challenge with master use licenses is negotiating with multiple rights holders, such as record labels,
recording artists, and music publishers, to obtain all the necessary permissions for using a specific recording
in visual media.

Performance License

A performance license is required when music is performed live in a venue, such as concerts, music festivals,
or live music venues. This license grants the licensee the right to perform a musical work live. The license
fees collected are typically paid to the performing rights organizations (PROs) who then distribute the
royalties to the rights holders (songwriters, composers, music publishers).

For example, if a band performs cover songs at a music festival, they need to ensure that they have the
necessary performance licenses to legally perform those songs live.

One challenge with performance licenses is ensuring that all the songs performed live are properly licensed,
especially in cases where multiple songs by different rights holders are performed in a single set.

Print License

A print license is required when sheet music or lyrics of a musical work are reproduced or distributed in
printed form, such as in music books, songbooks, or educational materials. This license grants the licensee
the right to reproduce and distribute the sheet music or lyrics of a musical work. The license fees collected
are typically paid to the music publishers who then distribute royalties to the songwriters and composers.

For example, if a music school wants to include sheet music of a popular song in their curriculum, they need
to obtain a print license from the music publisher who owns the rights to the song.

One challenge with print licenses is ensuring that the correct royalties are paid for each copy of the sheet
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music or lyrics that are reproduced and distributed, especially in educational settings where music is used
for teaching purposes.

Blanket License

A blanket license is a comprehensive license that grants the licensee the rights to use an entire catalog of
musical works for a specific purpose, such as in a radio station, TV network, or streaming service. This type
of license is often used to simplify the licensing process for businesses that use a large volume of music.
The license fees are typically based on a flat fee or a percentage of revenue generated by the licensee.

For example, a radio station may obtain a blanket license from a PRO to have the rights to play any song in
the PRO's repertoire without having to negotiate individual licenses for each song.

One challenge with blanket licenses is ensuring that the license fees accurately reflect the actual usage of
music by the licensee, especially in cases where the volume of music usage fluctuates over time.

Direct License

A direct license is a customized agreement between the rights holders (songwriters, composers, music
publishers, record labels) and the licensee (film studios, advertising agencies, digital platforms) for the use
of a specific musical work. This type of license allows for more flexibility in negotiating terms and fees based
on the specific needs of both parties.

For example, a filmmaker may negotiate a direct license with a music publisher to use a specific song in
their movie, bypassing the traditional licensing process through a PRO.

One challenge with direct licenses is ensuring that the terms and fees are fair and equitable for both parties,
especially in cases where there is a power imbalance between the rights holders and the licensee.

Compulsory License

A compulsory license is a type of license that allows anyone to record and distribute a cover version of a
musical work without the permission of the rights holders, as long as they pay the statutory royalty rates set
by the government. This type of license is typically used for cover songs or sampling in new recordings.

For example, a musician can record a cover version of a popular song and distribute it on streaming
platforms without seeking permission from the original rights holders, as long as they pay the compulsory
royalty rates set by the government.

One challenge with compulsory licenses is navigating the complex regulations and requirements for
obtaining and paying statutory royalties for cover versions or sampled music, especially in cases where
multiple rights holders are involved.

Grand Rights License

A grand rights license is a specialized license required for the use of music in dramatic works, such as
musicals, operas, ballets, or theatrical productions. This type of license grants the licensee the right to use a
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musical work in a theatrical setting where the music is an integral part of the performance. The license fees
are negotiated between the rights holders (songwriters, composers, music publishers) and the licensee
(theatrical producers, opera companies).

For example, a theater company staging a production of a Broadway musical needs to obtain a grand rights
license from the music publisher who owns the rights to the musical.

One challenge with grand rights licenses is ensuring that the music is used appropriately and in accordance
with the terms of the license, especially in theatrical productions where the music plays a significant role in
the overall performance.

Conclusion

Understanding the different types of music licenses is essential for navigating the complex landscape of
music licensing and sync business. Each type of license governs a specific aspect of music usage, from
public performances to synchronization in visual media. By familiarizing yourself with these key terms and
concepts, you can better protect the rights of music creators and ensure fair compensation for their work in
the ever-evolving music industry.

Read online: https://certificates.uksm.org.uk/guides/1173518/types-of-
music-licenses

London School of Planning and Management · 25 Jun 2026


