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Emerging Influence of AI on Freelance Music Mastering: A Transition in the Industry
In a significant shift within the music industry, advancements in generative AI applications and services are impacting freelance music mastering, marking a notable transition from traditional human expertise to automated solutions. This development is particularly affecting freelance producers who have historically relied on mastering services as a supplementary income stream.
Mastering tracks, an essential process in music production, has long provided experienced producers with additional earnings. Traditionally, a professional mastering session could generate between $20 and $30 per track, aiding producers in navigating the financial uncertainties associated with declining royalties and sporadic bookings. This income source is now under challenge as AI-based services gain traction.
AI-powered mastering is not entirely novel, with companies like Landr pioneering the field since 2014. However, the recent involvement of music distributors has intensified competition, potentially altering the landscape permanently. Notably, DistroKid introduced "Mixea," an AI-based mastering service available for a $99 annual fee to its users, a move that emulates a convenience-driven model. Further reinforcing this trend, TuneCore recently launched TuneCore Mastering, charging artists a flat fee of $5 per track. Both platforms offer streamlined, drag-and-drop interfaces that appeal to artists looking for integrated solutions within their existing distribution workflows.
The industry's reception of AI mastering is divided, with opinions varying about its quality. Critics argue that AI doesn't need to surpass the expertise of seasoned producers; rather, it only needs to be sufficiently inexpensive and competent to meet consumer expectations, a feat it seems to be achieving.
This shift is exemplified by anecdotal evidence from producers. One Chicago-based producer, who wished to remain anonymous, reported a significant decline in freelance mastering job offers over the past six months. While there's been a marked increase in clients seeking vinyl track mastering, due to the complexities and costs associated with vinyl production, digital-only labels have increasingly opted for AI solutions, sidelining traditional expertise.
Concerns surround the financial viability of distribution companies integrating AI mastering services. Some speculate that distributors are leveraging these services as loss leaders to bolster their distribution client base rather than stand-alone profitable ventures.
This potential eclipsing of human expertise by AI automation not only threatens the freelance mastering domain but potentially aligns with broader trends in creative industries. Similar experiences have been observed among freelance designers and copywriters, wherein generative AI tools like ChatGPT are perceived as diminishing both the volume and value of creative jobs. Early studies, including those by the University of Pennsylvania, indicate a decline in job availability and a devaluation of creative input, echoing concerns observed in the music industry.
In conclusion, as technology advances, the balance between human skill and machine efficiency is being redefined. The impact on freelance mastering highlights a broader discussion about the role of AI in creative professions, underscoring significant shifts within the music industry and beyond.
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