
 



 



 



 
 

CASE STUDIES 

 

 
 

CASE STUDY 1: 
 
In 1982, Michael Jackson was 
introduced to the world of music 
publishing while staying with Paul 
and Linda McCartney. After dinner 
one night, Paul shared a thick 
leather book from a shelf with 
Michael. Paul explained that the 
book contained every song right 
that he had purchased over the 
years, he then went on to explain 
that he had made over $40 million 
by owning these song rights.  
 
CASE STUDY 2: 
 
In 1984 Australian business tycoon 
Robert Holmes à Court announced 
that he was putting The Beatles 
music catalogue up for sale. At the 
time Robert Holmes à Court was 
selling his company ATV Music 
Publishing. ATV Music Publishing 
owned roughly 4,000 songs, 
including a company called 
Northern Songs, which was the 
music publishing arm of The 
Beatles. Because of a terrible 
contract that John Lennon and 
Paul McCartney signed at the 
beginning of their career, 
Northern Songs owned the 
publishing rights to more than 250 
Beatles songs.  
 
At that same time, a 25-year-old 
Michael Jackson, was in the midst 
of a two year publishing rights 
shopping spree. His phenomenal 
success with Thriller along with his 
enlightenment to the publishing 
business by Paul McCartney, lead 
Michael to find a second form of  
 

success in the music business, 
through music publishing. Michael 
had already purchased the entire  
catalogue of Sly and the Family 
Stone along with classic 
singles; "Great Balls of Fire," 
"Shake Rattle Rattle and Roll," 
"When a Man Loves a Woman" 
and "Runaround Sue." Jackson's 
lawyer learned that ATV was for 
sale in 1984 and he encouraged 
Michael to make an offer. The 
highest bid on the catalogue was 
$40 million at the time. Jackson 
made an offer of $47.5 million to 
scare everyone off.  Michael 
Jackson officially owned the entire 
Beatles music catalogue. Michael 
now controlled the publishing 
rights to every Beatles songs. That 
meant he was free to license songs 
like "Yesterday," "All You Need is 
Love" and "Revolution" to any 
brand he chose. In fact Michael 
licensed the song "Revolution" to 
Nike for $500,000.  

CASE STUDY 3: 
 
In 1995, Michael was approached 
by Sony with $95 million to merge 
ATV Music with their catalogue 
company and form a new 50/50 
joint-owned publishing 
powerhouse. Michael instantly 
earned back nearly twice his initial 
investment plus he now owned 
50% of a much larger music 
publishing company. Michael also 
still controlled 100% of his own 
songs through his separate 
company, Mijac Music. 
Sony/ATV Music Publishing grew 
from owning over 200,000 songs  

to own over two million songs by 
2013. The catalog including dozens 
of valuable catalogues and 
individual songs by artists like 
Eminem, Lady Gaga, Akon, Shakira, 
Beck, Neil Diamond and Bob Dylan. 
In 2012, Sony/ATV earned  
an estimated $1.25 billion per year 
from licensing and royalties and 
had a net income of $500 million. 
After his death Sony/ATV bought 
out Michael Jackson’s Estates 50%  
stake in the company for $750 
million dollars and the  
forgiveness of a $200 million dollar 
loan. Not a bad return on a $47.5 
million investment. 
 
CASE STUDY 4:  
 
In the mid-1990s, David Bowie and 
his team came up with a way 
scheme to generate cash from 
Bowie's back catalogue. They 
ended up selling asset-backed 
securities, called "Bowie bonds". 
These bonds awarded investors a 
share in his future royalties for 10 
years. The Bowie bonds were 
bought by US insurance giant 
Prudential Financial for $55m 
(£38m). The bonds committed 
David to repay his new creditors 
out of future income at a fixed 
annual return of 7.9%. A total of 25 
albums, released between 1969 
and 1990, were wrapped into the 
deal.  
He sold around 150 million albums 
worldwide in his career, according 
to BPI stats. 
 
 



 
CASE STUDIES 

 

CASE STUDY 5: 
 
Jeopardy!'s theme song "Think!" 
started as a baby lullaby. Show 
creator Merv Griffin was trying to 
put his son Tony to sleep and came 
up with a tune that took him less 
than 60 seconds. Merv did a New 
York Times interview in 2005 and 
shared that the tune had made 
him between $70-$80 million 
dollars.  
 
CASE STUDY 6: 
 
The song "Happy Birthday to You" 
earns Warner/Chappell Music over 
$2 million in royalties a year. The 
simple use of the song in a film 
costs $10,000.  
 
CASE STUDY 7: 
 
Elton John's song "Candle in the 
Wind" can’t be held back. 
Originally written for the 1973 
album Goodbye Yellow Brick 
Road by John and lyricist Bernie 
Taupin, it reached #11 on the UK 
charts when it was released as a 
single in 1974. In 1986 John 
released a live single of the song 
with the Melbourne Symphony 
Orchestra. That version reached #5 
on the UK charts and peaked at #6 
in the U.S. John and Taupin went 
to the well one more time with 
“Candle in the Wind” in 1997 after 
the death of Diana, Princess of 
Wales. Essentially changing the 
song from a Marilyn Monroe 
Tribute to a Princess Di tribute. It 
was re-recorded as “Candle in the 
Wind 1997” and the single earned 
over $33 million for the Diana, 
Princess of Wales Memorial Fund. 
 

CASE STUDY 8: 
 
Viacom licensed the Beatles music for 
the video game Beatles Rock Band in 
2015 to the tune of $10 million in 
initial fees.  
Wired estimates that if the game sells 
as planned, the royalties for the 
Beatles' rights holders would be over 
$40 million. 
 
CASE STUDY 9: 
 
Scottish singer songwriter Gerry 
Rafferty pulls in over $100,000 a year 
in royalties from his 1978 single 
"Baker Street." This is for a song that 
never hit #1 in the U.S. or the U.K. 
 

10 RICHEST SONGS 
IN THE WORLD 
 
Mel Torme — “Christmas Song” 
(1944). Estimated earnings: $19 
million. Considered the most 
performed Christmas song of all time. 
It has been covered by a litany of 
artists, which include Nat King Cole, 
Clay Aiken, and Bob Dylan. 
 
Roy Orbison & Bill Dees — “Oh Pretty 
Woman” (1964). Estimated earnings: 
$19.75 million. Roy Orbison won a 
Grammy for the song almost thirty 
year after its release (for a new live 
recording).  
 
Sting — “Every Breath You Take” 
(1983). Estimated earnings: $20.5 
million. It’s believed that this one song 
accounts for one-third of all of the 
Police’s royalty income. song accounts 
for one-third of all of the Police’s 
royalty income.  
 
Haven Gillespie & Fred J Coots — 
 

 “Santa Claus is Coming to Town” 
(1934). Estimated earnings: $25 
million. Bruce Springsteen covered 
this song on his Born in the U.S.A. 
album which gives a decent 
contribution back to the royalty 
machine. 
 
Ben E King, Jerry Leiber & Mike 
Stoller — “Stand By Me” (1961). 
Estimated earnings: $27 million. 
More than 400 artists have recorded 
covers of this song.  
 
Alex North & Hy Zaret — 
“Unchained Melody” (1955). 
Estimated earnings: $27.5 million. 
Simon Cowell once said that this was 
his favorite song, so in addition to all 
the covers, royalties rack up every 
time someone on a singing 
competition show uses it to impress 
him.  
 
John Lennon and Paul McCartney — 
“Yesterday” (1965). Estimated 
earnings: $30 million. There are 
more than 2,200 covers of this song. 
 
Barry Mann, Cynthia Weil and Phil 
Specter — “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ 
Feelin” (1964). Estimated earnings: 
$32 million. BMI claims this song was 
the most played song in America 
during the entire 20th century.  
 
Irving Berlin — “White Christmas” 
(1940). Estimated earnings: $36 
million. With the most popular 
version of this song being from Bing 
Crosby. 
 
Hill Sisters — “Happy Birthday” 
(1893). Estimated earnings: $50 
million. The copyright status of this 
song has been one of the most 
heavily litigated because it is actually 
illegal to perform it in public without 
paying royalties. However, the 
copyright on the song will finally 
expire in 2016. 
 
 


