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ABSTRACT 

 

Digital piracy is a relatively new phenomenon that poses a severe threat to the global music 

industry. Numerous studies have shown that digital piracy is linked to billions of dollars in lost revenue, 

leaving record companies scrambling to convince consumers to legally purchase music. A key 

population in this battle is college students, who are highly likely to engage in illegal downloading. 

For this study, a voluntary survey was conducted to uncover different classes of digital pirates 

with the purpose of gaining a better understanding of the types of students engaging in illegal 

downloading. This understanding can be used by music industry executives to develop new and 

innovative marketing campaigns that either challenge students’ willingness to engage in illegal 

downloading, or encourage them to purchase music legally. 
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Background: The Rise of Digital Music 

Music piracy is centered on the digitization of music. The age of digital music began when personal 

computer manufacturers started building optical drives into their computers in the early 1990s 

(jadedraverla.spaces.live.com). These optical drives could be used to copy data from CDs including 

software, games, and music. This time period coincided with the rise of personal home computing, 

during which PCs expanded from the corporate world and into the household. During this time, CD 

consumers began copying their music onto home computers. Depending on the size of a person's hard 

disc drive, the ability to copy, or “rip,” CDs meant that an entire library of music could be stored on a 

computer. Thus, music was transformed from bits on physical discs into “files” in a digital world. 

 

The ability to create a digital library of music files from a physical library of CDs was so convenient that 

record companies and artists began releasing entire albums of music via the Internet, sometimes entirely 

bypassing physical CDs. This practice has grown immensely popular because consumers can download 

music in a matter of minutes in the comfort of their own homes, while record companies can forgo 

intermediate supply chain entities and their associated costs. 

 

From 2003 to 2009 the number of digital songs available to purchase rose from 1 million to 11 million, 

and sales of digital music increased from $20 million to $4.2 billion (vizworld.com). As of September 

2010, 11.7 billion songs have been downloaded from iTunes, with 98% of singles sales coming from 

digital sources (inspiredm.com). Currently, 29% of all record company revenues come from digital 

music, and there has been over a 1000% increase in the value of digital music since 2004. This has 

resulted in a $4.6 billion worldwide digital music market (IFPI, pg. 5). The following graph shows the 

growth of digital music sales revenue in proportion to physical CD sales revenue: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: "Infographic: Music And Piracy," http://www.vizworld.com/2010/05/infographic-music-piracy/ 

 

The Problem 
Illegal downloading is currently the biggest threat to the profitability of the music industry. The ease at 

which music can be illegally distributed, combined with the relative anonymity of the act itself, makes it 

a broadly perpetrated crime. Digital piracy enables anyone with an Internet connection and mild 

technical skills to obtain music at essentially no cost. As a result, “despite the surge by more than 1000% 
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in the digital music market from 2004 to 2010 to an estimated value of US$4.6 billion, global recorded 

music revenues declined by 31% over the same period” (IFPI, pg. 14).  

 

In addition to lost revenue, one recent analysis by the Institute for Policy Innovation concluded that 

global music piracy has resulted in the loss of 71,060 U.S. jobs, $2.7 billion in workers’ earnings, $422 

million in tax revenues, $291 million in personal income tax, and $131 million in corporate income and 

production taxes (riaa.com). Tera Consultants further reported that “cumulative job losses in Europe due 

to piracy across the film, music, software, and TV industries [were] around 345,000 between 2008 and 

2010” (IFPI, pg. 17). Similarly, another report by representatives of the Recording Industry Association 

of America (RIAA) meant to “demonstrate that illegal downloading undermines the entire chain of 

creating and investing in music” found that both shipments of music and music industry employment 

were falling, as shown in the graph below (riaa.com).
1
  

 

 

 

1. It should be noted, however, that this report did not establish any formal causality between illegal downloading and the fall 

of music shipments/industry employment. 

 

The International Federation of the Phonographic Industry’s 2011 “Digital Music Report” is a 

comprehensive publication on the state of digital music, and includes a detailed factsheet on the effects 

of music piracy. The report states that “the volume of unauthorized music consumption vastly eclipses 

the volume of legal music consumption,” and it’s only getting worse: “usage of BitTorrent is growing 

across most markets, indicating that P2P [peer-to-peer] networks are still a significant source of pirate 

content” (IFPI, pg. 14). These networks are an important battleground in the fight against digital piracy, 

as evidenced by one study which found that out of 1,800 downloads via the P2P software program 

Limewire, “98.8% of the files requested were copyright protected or highly likely to be copyright 

protected and thus not authorized for free distribution” (IFPI, pg. 14). This trend is damaging not only to 
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record companies, but also to new artists. “Between 2003 and 2010, the combined sales of debut albums 

featuring in the global top 50 fell by 77%, from 47.7 million to 10.8 million” (IFPI, pg. 17).  

 

Counterpoint 

Despite a multitude of evidence about the negative effects of music piracy, some of these facts can be 

deceiving. For example, not all illegally downloaded songs count as lost sales. If a person has a certain 

number of illegally acquired music files, this does not mean they truly intended to buy that music in the 

first place. “A 2007 Journal of Political Economy study found that most downloaders would not buy 

that content, even if they couldn’t share it” (Lasar, arstechnica.com). In addition, piracy allows 

consumers to preview entire albums before purchasing, a process far superior to services offered by 

Amazon.com or iTunes which only allow shoppers to test short clips. As a result, some consumers who 

pirate music go on to purchase legitimate copies since they have had the chance to definitively decide 

whether or not the music is worthy of their money. When this occurs, the idea of “lost sales” is 

essentially defeated since piracy directly led to the purchase of an artist’s music. 

 

The fact that illegal downloading provides exposure for struggling artists is one of the biggest arguments 

in favor of piracy. According to a 2005 industry study performed by Nielson Soundscan, about 81% of 

the music industry has been controlled by the “big four” record companies: Universal Music Group 

(31%), Sony BMG (25%), Warner Music Group (15%), and EMI Group (9.5%) (library.thinkquest.org). 

The other 18% is controlled by smaller independent record labels who have substantially less money to 

invest in promoting up-and-coming artists.  

 
“As a result, most artists don’t get any radio play, they don’t have ads, and their videos are of low 

quality and are usually not shown on television. Music downloading is great for lesser known 

artists to get the exposure they normally wouldn’t have. Most people won’t buy music they 

haven’t listened to. Music piracy allows downloaders to experiment with unknown artists. This 

kind of experimentation cannot hurt the industry, as downloaders would not have bought the 

music if [free] downloads were not available…” (library.thinkquest.org) 

 

A 2009 survey conducted in the United Kingdom found that “people who illegally download music from 

the Internet also spend more money on music than anyone else,” and that further cracking down on 

pirates “could harm the music industry by punishing its core customers” (Shields, independent.co.uk). 

Mark Mulligan, a member of the Forrester Research team who conducted the study, stated that “the 

people who file-share are the ones who are interested in music…they use file-sharing as a discovery 

mechanism” (Shields, independent.co.uk). This is evidenced by the fact that, according to the study, 

those who admit illegally downloading music spent “an average of £77 a year on music – £33 more than 

those who claim that they never download music dishonestly” (Shields, independent.co.uk). By this 

token, the positive effects of piracy help to mitigate some of its negative effects. 

 

Another study performed by the London School of Economics suggests that the music industry is 

woefully misled on the true cause of declining music revenues. They study states that “having less 

money for entertainment has played a huge role in the decline of items like CDs…even spending on 

CDs by people who had no computer (and were therefore unlikely to download and use BitTorrent) 

dropped by over 40% from 1999 through 2004” (Lasar, arstechnica.com). The evidence showed that 

“household budgets for entertainment are relatively inelastic as competition for spending on culture and 

entertainment increases and there are shifts in household expenditure as well” (Lasar, arstechnica.com). 
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As a result, The LSE claims that file-sharing has not been the major culprit behind the downward spiral 

of music industry revenues. 

 

The same study also found that “content industry analyses of the file sharing phenomenon tend to 

downplay key sources of income for musicians…most notably revenue from live concert performances” 

(Lasar, arstechnica.com). For example, in 2009 ticket sales of live music performances in the UK finally 

outgrew sales of recorded music at a rate of 5.8%, while “secondary ticketing revenues shot up 15%, and 

receipts for related services at concerts came to £1.54 million” (Lasar, arstechnica.com). This is 

accompanied by the fact that “legal file sharing also grew by 9% globally in 2009, along with an 8% 

increase in performance rights revenue” (Lasar, arstechnica.com). 

 

Solutions and Alternatives 

No matter which side of the argument one chooses to believe, few will deny that there is a definitive 

need for record companies and artists to adjust their business models to account for the momentous 

changes in how people acquire and consume music. “With world mobile data traffic set to explode by a 

factor of 26 by 2015…file sharing could be poised for a second great leap forward, whether Big Content 

[i.e. the “big four”] approves of it or not” (Lasar, arstechnica.com). An emerging population of “netizens” 

will account for a huge proportion of music demand, and with most of them emerging from the “Middle 

East, Sub-Saharan Africa, and South/Southeast Asia…they are not going to have the money to buy 

digital music files. They're going to use BitTorrent” (Lasar, arstechnica.com). The debate is whether 

governments should continue to pursue criminal action on offenders or encourage the music industry to 

adapt to changes in consumer behavior. 

 

One possible solution takes a front-end Internet service provider (ISP) approach to discouraging piracy 

by imposing caps on data traffic to frequent offenders of digital piracy. In early 2010, an analyst named 

Daniel Castro from the Information Technology and Innovation Foundation–a Washington DC-based 

think tank–suggested that “usage-based billing and monthly data caps were both good ways to 

discourage piracy, and that the government shouldn't do anything to stand in their way” (Anderson, 

arstechnica.com). The IFPI suggests a similar solution: prevent illegal piracy websites from accepting 

major credit cards as a form of funding for server maintenance. Hailed by London’s Detective Chief 

Superintendent Steve Head as “an excellent example of how the police can work with different business 

sectors to effectively tackle the impact of economic crime,” this plan would report potentially infringing 

websites to appropriate law enforcement agencies who then work with record companies to verify 

whether or not the websites have purchased copyright licenses (Lasar, arstechnica.com). 

 

Another solution relates to pricing strategy. A 3-year-long study by the Social Science Research Council 

called the Media Piracy Project was published in 2011 and concluded that “high prices for media goods, 

low incomes, and cheap digital technologies are the main ingredients of global media piracy,” implying 

that piracy is best described not as a criminal problem, but as a “global pricing problem” (Anderson, 

arstechnica.com). The authors claim that prices for CDs and other forms of digital media are uniform 

across societies, meaning that in some areas of the world, prices are “five to ten times higher (relative to 

local income) than in the US and Europe” (Anderson, arstechnica.com). This leads to rampant piracy, 

sometimes well over 90% in emerging countries. The rationale is that, “given access to cheap and digital 

tools, but charged terrific amounts of money for legitimate versions of content, users choose piracy” 

(Anderson, arstechnica.com). Therefore, while pricing structure may seem appropriate in the US and 

Europe, “the only real solution is the creation of local companies that actively compete on price and 

services for local customers” for other emerging economies (Anderson, arstechnica.com). 
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Despite severe declines in music sales, some innovating firms have found ways to make digital music 

extremely profitable by implementing unique business models. Services such as the Internet radio giant 

Pandora and the European subscription service Spotify recently filed initial public offerings aimed at 

raising nearly $100 million in private equity (Sisario, nytimes.com). Apple and Google are also rumored 

to be developing cloud-based music services. “And those are just the big fish. Since the end of last year, 

at least $57 million in venture capital has gone to digital music start-ups” (Sisario, nytimes.com). Many 

believe that part of the success in digital music startups has come from increased usage of mobile device 

applications and the need for remote, or “cloud,” storage of digital music libraries. Demand for these 

types of services is expected to grow in the next five years. “Pandora’s apps, for example, have been the 

biggest factor in driving that service to 80 million registered users, up from 46 million a year ago” 

(Sisario, nytimes.com). 

 

Music Piracy and College Students 

This thesis focuses on college students between the ages of 18 and 24 for a variety of reasons, but 

primarily because this population is responsible for a huge proportion of digital music sales. This is 

evidenced by the fact that persons aged 18-24 are digital natives. They have grown up in an 

interconnected environment where personal computers, cell phones, and the Internet have always been a 

part of their lives. Because of this, digital natives have an unparalleled proficiency with new technology, 

which helps explain why this demographic frequently chooses digital channels to purchase and store 

new music. 

 

A recent survey conducted by Ipsos, a “private research think tank [specializing] in the fields of media 

and advertising,” concluded that out of a sample size of 1,000 American college students, 69% 

download music online and 92% admit they seldom or never pay for it (Ipsos). Another study found that 

96% of 18-24 year-olds undertake illegal copying in some form (technology.timesonline.co.uk). Ever 

since the creation of file-sharing service Napster in 1999, “campuses have been the cradle of file-

swapping…They have free, fast network access and an audience of passionate music consumers” 

(usatoday.com). Accordingly, the record industry says an average of 165 million song files are traded 

through university networks (usatoday.com). Statistics posted by British Music Rights further found that 

96.3% of persons aged 18-24 regularly copy at least five CDs each month, and that at least 50% of their 

music files were acquired illegally. The statistics also show that about 70% of respondents in this age 

group participate in illegal file sharing and download an average of 56 songs over an average of eleven 

sessions per month (itfacts.biz). 

 

The Casual Pirate and the Dedicated Pirate 
After conducting a number of in-depth interviews with friends and colleagues familiar with digital 

piracy, I began to develop a hypothesis about different classes of digital pirates. Many people agreed 

that pirates vary across a variety of factors and that some of these factors divided them into two separate 

and distinct types: casual pirates and dedicated pirates. This became the primary hypothesis: 

 

1. The existence of dedicated pirates and casual pirates 

 H0: There is no significant difference in types of music pirates. 

 HA: There is a significant difference in types of music pirates, and there are two separate and 

distinct types: dedicated pirates and casual pirates. 
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To test this hypothesis, an educated assumption was made that two variables are crucial in 

differentiating pirates: the frequency at which they download music illegally and the volume of music 

they download illegally. Combined, these factors could be used as a measure of dedication to piracy–and 

be complimented by factors such as time spent downloading and attitude toward piracy–as long as they 

were highly correlated. This became my second hypothesis: 

 

2. Measurement of dedication to piracy via frequency and volume of illegal downloading 

 H0: There is no statistically significant relationship between frequency of illegal downloading 

and volume of illegal downloading. 

 HA: There is a statistically significant relationship between frequency of illegal downloading and 

volume of illegal downloading. 

 

After developing this hypothesis, a focus group was conducted with seven students of the University of 

Arizona. The purpose of the focus group was to observe a discussion about music piracy and the various 

issues that emerged among students. The focus group’s discussion informed the development of the next 

portion of primary research: a voluntary survey intended to reveal evidence that the hypotheses were 

correct for the sample population. The sample population was 97 male and female students at the 

University of Arizona between the ages of 18 and 24. The survey contained a variety of independent 

variables that could be related to whether or not the respondent was a dedicated or casual pirate. These 

independent variables and their associated hypotheses were: 

 

3. Computer Skills 

 H0: There is no statistically significant relationship between a person’s dedication to piracy and 

their level of computer skills. 

 HA: There is a statistically significant relationship between a person’s dedication to piracy and 

their level of computer skills. 

 

4. Auxiliary Music Expenditures 

 H0: There is no statistically significant relationship between a person’s dedication to piracy and 

the amount of money they spend on auxiliary forms of support for music artists, such as concert 

tickets and merchandise. 

 HA: There is a statistically significant relationship between a person’s dedication to piracy and 

the amount of money they spend on auxiliary forms of support for music artists, such as concert 

tickets and merchandise. 

 

5. Volume of Legally Purchased Music 

 H0: There is no statistically significant relationship between a person’s dedication to piracy and 

how much money they spend on legal music purchases. 

 HA: There is a statistically significant relationship between a person’s dedication to piracy and 

how much money they spend on legal music purchases. 

 

6. Importance of Sound Quality 

 H0: There is no statistically significant relationship between a person’s dedication to piracy and 

how they weigh the importance of sound quality. 

 HA: There is a statistically significant relationship between a person’s dedication to piracy and 

how they weigh the importance of sound quality. 
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7. Importance of Download Speed 

 H0: There is no statistically significant relationship between a person’s dedication to piracy and 

how they weigh the importance of download speed. 

 HA: There is a statistically significant relationship between a person’s dedication to piracy and 

how they weigh the importance of download speed. 

 

8. Programs/Methods Used to Illegally Download Music 

 H0: There is no statistically significant relationship between a person’s dedication to piracy and 

the types of programs and methods they use to illegally download music. 

 HA: There is a statistically significant relationship between a person’s dedication to piracy and 

the types of programs and methods they use to illegally download music. 

 

In addition to the above factors, the survey was also designed to uncover more complex beliefs about 

illegal downloading. Students were asked about the extent to which they believed illegal downloading 

harms music artists compared to record companies, and also if they believed illegal downloading harms 

mainstream artists more than or less than indie/underground artists. The survey then explored feelings of 

guilt toward piracy in general, and then asked if students felt more or less guilty depending on whether 

or not they were downloading music created by mainstream artists or indie/underground artists. 

 

Finally, the survey ended by asking a series of open-ended questions. These questions gave students a 

chance to freely express their feelings toward piracy outside of the typical scaled constructs in the first 

portion of the survey. The following questions were asked: 

 

 “Please complete the following statement: A sensible justification for downloading music 

without paying for it could be…” 

 “Do you believe there are any positive impacts from illegal music downloading? If so, please 

explain.” 

 “Do you believe there are any negative impacts from illegal music downloading? If so, please 

explain.” 

 “Please provide any thoughts or comments about the practice of downloading music without 

paying for it. Please take as little or as much space as you need to answer this question.” 

 

Results* 

Basic Descriptive Statistics 

The survey revealed a plethora of valuable and relevant information about students’ beliefs and 

behaviors toward piracy. Out of a total of 97 valid respondents, 89 said they have pirated music, or 92%. 

64.7% of this population was male and 32.6% were female. This is consistent with piracy percentages 

garnered from secondary research. The average age was 21. This population pirates an average of 2.3 

albums and 22.5 songs per month, compared to only one legally purchased album and 12.2 legally 

purchased songs per month. 25% of this population said they pirate “frequently” or “very frequently,” 

while nearly 75% said they pirate “infrequently” or “very infrequently.” Students who admitted to 

pirating music said they spent an average of $140 on auxiliary music-related expenditures such as 

concert tickets and merchandise in the last year, compared to only $60 among students who said they do 

not pirate music. Similarly, students who admitted to pirating music purchase an average of 1.1 albums 

and 12.2 songs per month legally, compared to an average of 0.75 albums and 9.6 songs for those who 

do not pirate music (Figures 4.0 and 4.1). 
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Exploratory Research 

As hypothesized, frequency and volume of downloading were highly correlated. A factor analysis and 

correlation matrix was used to confirm this hypothesis (see Appendix Figures 3, 5.0, 5.1, and 5.2). 

Based on this factor analysis, a “Dedication” variable was created and used as a dependent variable to 

test against hypotheses 3-7. These results are summarized in the following table: 

 

Table of Correlation Results for Hypotheses 3-7 

Hypothesis Correlation Value (r) Significance (at α = 0.05) Result 

3 0.057 0.594 
p = 0.594 > α = 0.05; no significant 

relationship, do not reject H0. 

4 0.147 0.170 
p = 0.170 > α = 0.05; no significant 

relationship, do not reject H0. 

5 0.263 0.013 
p = 0.013 < α = 0.05; significant 

relationship, reject H0. 

6 0.013 0.902 
p = 0.902 > α = 0.05; no significant 

relationship, do not reject H0. 

7 0.115 0.282 
p = 0.282 > α = 0.05; no significant 

relationship, do not reject H0. 

8 0.100 0.351 
p = 0.351 > α = 0.05; no significant 

relationship, do not reject H0. 

 

 

Interpretations of Exploratory Research Results 

Hypothesis 3: Correlation between Dedication and Computer Skills (Figure 6) 

There is no statistically significant relationship between a pirate’s dedication to illegally downloading 

music and their computer skills. If a pirate states that they have very high computer skills, they are no 

more likely to pirate music than another pirate with very low computer skills. As a result, computer 

skills cannot be reliably used to determine a pirate’s dedication to illegally downloading music. 

 

Hypothesis 4: Correlation between Dedication and Auxiliary Music Expenditures (Figure 7) 

There is no statistically significant relationship between a pirate’s dedication to illegally downloading 

music and the amount of money the spent on auxiliary music items, such as concert tickets and artist 

merchandise. If a pirate states that they have very high auxiliary music expenditures, they are no more 

likely to pirate music than one who has very low auxiliary music expenditures. As a result, auxiliary 

music expenditures cannot be reliably used to determine a pirate’s dedication to illegally downloading 

music. 

 

Hypothesis 5: Correlation between Dedication and Volume of Legally Purchased Music (Figure 8) 

There is a statistically significant relationship between a pirate’s dedication to illegally downloading 

music and the amount of money they spend on legal music purchases. The more money a pirate spends 

on legally purchasing music, the more likely they are to be dedicated to pirating. As a result, volume of 

legal music purchases is a reliable factor in determining a pirate’s dedication to illegally downloading 

music. 
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Hypothesis 6: Correlation between Dedication and the Importance of Sound Quality (Figure 9) 

There is no statistically significant relationship between a pirate’s dedication to illegally downloading 

music and the importance they place on sound quality. If a pirate rates sound quality as very important 

to them, they are no more likely to be dedicated to piracy than another pirate. As a result, importance of 

sound quality cannot be reliably used to determine a pirate’s dedication to illegally downloading music. 

 

Hypothesis 7: Correlation between Dedication and the Importance of Download Speed (Figure 10) 

There is no statistically significant relationship between a pirate’s dedication to illegally downloading 

music and the importance they place on download speed. If a pirate rates download speed as very 

important to them, they are no more likely to be dedicated to piracy than another pirate. As a result, 

importance of download speed cannot be reliably used to determine a pirate’s dedication to illegally 

downloading music. 

 

Hypothesis 8: Correlation between Dedication and Programs/Methods Used to Illegally Download 

Music (Figure 11) 

There is no statistically significant relationship between a pirate’s dedication to illegally downloading 

music and the programs or methods they use to illegally download music. It makes no difference 

whether a person uses BitTorrent or GNUtella programs to illegally download music, for example. The 

program or method that a pirate chooses to use for illegally downloading music cannot be reliably used 

to determine a pirate’s dedication to illegally downloading music. 

 

Measures of Perceived Harm and Guilt 

The survey also included a variety of questions about perceived harm and guilt. These questions were 

designed to unveil what students believed about the level of harm that artists and record labels 

experience as a result of piracy, regardless of whether or not they pirate music. The charts below show 

cross-tabulated responses to these questions: 
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In general, students stated they believed record labels were harmed by piracy more than artists. The 

mean response for degree of harm to artists was only 2.87, compared to 3.54 for record labels. There 

was no significant difference between groups; both pirates and non-pirates believed that record labels 

were harmed by piracy more than artists. This shows that, to some extent, students appear well-informed 

about the effects of piracy. Indeed, the industry has contracted significantly as record labels continue to 

consolidate their operations, while artists seek alternative ways to distribute their music and focus on 

revenues from concert and merchandise sales. 

 

The survey then asked students to compare their beliefs about harm for indie/underground artists and 

mainstream artists. Once again, a cross-tabulation was conducted to display differences in responses 

between pirates and non-pirates. The results are shows in the chart below: 

 

 
 

Overall, students tended to believe that indie/underground artists were harmed by piracy much more 

than mainstream artists. There was a significant difference between pirates and non-pirates, however. 

Non-pirates had an average response of 3, meaning that they believed that indie/underground artists 

were harmed by piracy only slightly more than mainstream artists. Students who said they pirated had an 

average response of 4.5, meaning that they believed that indie/underground artists were harmed by 

piracy much more than mainstream artists. These averages account for the “neither are significantly 

harmed” and “no opinion” response columns. 
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Finally, the survey asked those who pirate about the guilt they may or may not feel as a result of 

downloading from indie/underground artists compared to mainstream artists. A chart of these questions 

and their associated response percentages is shown below: 

 

“Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the following statements:” 

 

I feel guilty about downloading music without paying for it. 

Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly agree 

19.6% 34% 24.7% 12.4% 1% 

 

I feel less guilty when I download music from mainstream artists without paying for it. 

Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly agree 

12.4% 15.5% 36.1% 22.7% 5.2% 

 

I feel less guilty when I download music from indie/underground artists without paying for it. 

Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly agree 

13.4% 34% 39.2% 3.1% 2.1% 

 

These responses show that, in general, 54% of students who illegally download music tend not to feel 

guilty about their actions. However, if they do feel guilty, nearly 50% of respondents tend to feel more 

guilty illegally downloading music from indie/underground artists, compared to only 28% for 

mainstream artists. 

 

Responses to Open-Ended Questions 

Open-ended questions allowed respondents to express their feelings regarding piracy without the 

structure of typical survey questions. Consequently, students used these questions to divulge a wide 

array of complex attitudes about piracy in general. Students almost unanimously agreed that piracy had 

some positive effects, primarily in the form of free promotion and widespread exposure. “It allows 

musicians to expand their creative horizons by creating a limitless source of influences that may not 

otherwise be at their disposal; and nearly immediate too,” said one respondent. These benefits are shared 

by both mainstream and indie/underground artists, but many students indicated that indie/underground 

artists benefited more from piracy than mainstream artists. Other positives reported were increases in 

consumer welfare. For example, many students stated that a benefit of piracy was that it allowed for the 

accumulation of large libraries of music at no cost to downloaders. While this may translate to lost sales 

for artists, from a consumer’s standpoint piracy is an extremely cost-effective way to acquire music. One 

student went so far as to say that, “whether it is indie bands or mainstream artists, their music should be 

available for free download for anyone. This would put their music in the hands of more people, thus 

bringing more people to their shows, where the artists make real money.” 

 

Despite these positive effects, most respondents agreed that there were also many negatives. One of the 

most commonly reported negative impact was loss of revenue and/or declines in album sales. Other 

negatives related to perceived risks, particularly the risk of punishment and the risk of damage to 

computers. In some cases, these perceived threats were enough to entirely prevent piracy. One student 

noted, “I choose to buy music legally because it is not worth the risk of getting caught…I also have seen 

many people get viruses on their computers from free downloading places.” Another student echoed 
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these sentiments, stating that they, “used to do it more often, [but am] now more concerned with 

protecting my computer from viruses.” Accordingly, students appear to be weary of unknown and thus 

untrusted sources of pirated music.  

 
*See Appendix for all figures 

 

Conclusion 

Based on the data, there is little to no proof that the factors listed in the hypotheses can be reliably used 

to determine whether or not a person is casually or highly dedicated to piracy. The only statistically 

significant result is that the more a pirate spends on legal music purchases, the more dedicated they are 

to piracy, that is, the more likely they are to also pirate music frequently and at a high volume. But this 

correlation is still very weak, and it is likely that more testing would be necessary to truly determine if 

volume of legal purchases is a highly reliable variable in determining a person’s dedication to piracy. 

 

Aside from the fact that the survey results suggest no discernable difference in pirates, the results do 

show that there are some significant differences between pirates and non-pirates, particularly in relation 

to auxiliary music expenditures and volume of legal music purchases. Although these findings come 

from low-level descriptive statistical analysis, they still provide valuable insight into the division 

between pirates and non-pirates. Furthermore, the survey’s open-ended questions revealed rich insights 

into the attitudes and beliefs of students. Whether they participate in it or not, the survey showed that 

students clearly understand the positive and negative ramifications of piracy. Finally, the survey 

provided detailed information about students’ beliefs regarding the effects of piracy. There was no clear 

distinction between pirates and non-pirates when comparing harm to artists and harm to record labels, 

but non-pirates tended to believe that indie/underground artists were harmed by piracy slightly less than 

students who did engage in illegal downloading. Those students tended to believe that 

indie/underground artists were harmed by piracy significantly more than mainstream artists. In addition, 

students who pirated music said they tend to feel more guilty downloading from indie/underground 

artists than mainstream artists. 

 

Overall, this study provides a wide range of interesting and relevant information to anyone seeking to 

better understand music piracy among college students. Due to the fact that this population is crucial to 

the fight against digital piracy, this study can be used as a starting point for determining the beliefs and 

behaviors of college students regarding piracy. For example, the data has implications for consumer 

behavior, market research, and even music industry business models. With further studies, perhaps one 

day the music industry will strike a balance with digital piracy which will return profitability to the 

industry while simultaneously preserving consumer welfare. 
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Figure 4.0: Comparison of Average Auxiliary Expenditures 
For Students Who Pirate and Students Who Do Not Pirate 

Aux. Expenditures for Pirates 
(N = 89) 

Aux. Expenditures for Non-
Pirates (N = 8) 

50 100 

300 30 

30 100 

*results truncated* 
20 

5 

600 25 

300 200 

50 0 

Average: $140 Average: $60 
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Figure 4.1: Comparison of Average Volume of Legal Music 
Purchases For Students Who Pirate and Students Who Do Not Pirate 

Volume of Legally 
Purchased Albums Per 

Month for Pirates 
(N = 89) 

Volume of Legally 
Purchased Albums Per 
Month for Non-Pirates 

(N = 8) 

Volume of Legally 
Purchased Songs Per 

Month for Pirates 
(N = 89) 

Volume of Legally 
Purchased Songs Per 
Month for Non-Pirates 

(N = 8) 

0 1  3 

1 0  2 

1 3  50 

*results truncated* 
0 

*results truncated* 
0 

0 2 

10 0 150 0 

9 2 80 20 

0 0 0 0 

Average: 
1.1 albums 

Average: 
0.75 albums 

Average: 
12.2 songs 

Average: 
9.6 songs 
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Figure 9: Correlation between Dedication and Importance of 

Sound Quality 

 Dedication 7ImpSQ 

Dedication Pearson Correlation 1 .013 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .902 

N 89 89 

7ImpSQ Pearson Correlation .013 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .902  

N 89 89 

 

 

Figure 10: Correlation between Dedication and Importance of 

Download Speed 

 Dedication 8ImpDLSpeed 

Dedication Pearson Correlation 1 .115 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .282 

N 89 89 

8ImpDLSpeed Pearson Correlation .115 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .282  

N 89 89 
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Figure 11: Correlation between Dedication and Programs/Methods 

Used to Illegally Download Music 

 Dedication 14ProgUsed 

Dedication Pearson Correlation 1 .100 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .351 

N 89 89 

14ProgUsed Pearson Correlation .100 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .351  

N 89 89 

 

Figure 12: Descriptive Statistics of Harm 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Harm to Artists 97 1 5 2.87 1.017 

Harm to Record Labels 97 1 5 3.54 1.051 

Harm to Mainstream vs. 

Indie/Underground Artists 

97 1 51 4.49 5.075 

Valid N (listwise) 97     
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Music Downloading Survey* 
 
Thank you for participating in this study. This questionnaire should take approximately 10-12 
minutes to complete. Please read the following instructions before continuing with the survey. 
 

 Description: The purpose of this research is to examine music downloading by students 
at the University of Arizona. 

 Digital piracy is defined by the music industry as: the illegal copying and/or downloading 
of copyrighted software, music, video, or other digital material. 

 Benefits and risks: Your participation in this study will help contribute to the 
understanding of music downloading behavior among students of the University of 
Arizona. There are no risks associated with this research, as no penalties are assigned 
to your responses.  

 Voluntary participation: Your participation in this study is voluntary. 

 Confidentiality: All information will be recorded anonymously. No individual respondents 
will be identified, and all information garnered from your responses will be kept secure 

and classified. Please do not write your name on this survey. 
 

Informed consent 
By participating in this survey, I affirm that I have read the above description, including the 

nature and purpose of the study, the benefits, confidentiality statement, and the right to 
withdraw from that study at any time. The investigator/instructor has answered my questions 

regarding the study, and I believe I understand what is involved. My participation indicates that 
I understand the instructions above and freely agree to participate in this study. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*Portions of the instructions above were adapted from: Al-Rafee, Sulaiman, and Cronan, Timothy Paul. “Digital 
Piracy: Factors that Influence Attitude toward Behavior.” Journal of Business Ethics. Vol. 63, No. 3 (Feb., 2006), 
pp. 237-259. Springer. http://www.jstor.org/stable/25123707. Accessed 18/10/2010 01:33. 
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1.) On a scale of 1-5, how would you describe your computer skills? (1 being very basic and 5 
being expert). Please circle: 
 

 Very Basic      1  2  3  4  5        Expert 
 
2.) Please estimate the amount of money you have spent on show tickets, merchandise (t-
shirts, posters, etc.), or other items that benefit music artists in the last year 
 
Write an amount: $ _________ 
 
3.) How many albums of music would you say you have purchased in the last month? 
 

Write a number: _________ albums 
 
4.) How many songs would you say you have purchased in the last month? 
 

Write a number: _________ songs 
 
5.) In general, to what degree do you think downloading music without paying for it harms 
music artists? (1 being no harm, 5 being significant harm) 
 

No harm       1  2  3  4  5      Significant harm 
 

6.) In general, to what degree do you think downloading music without paying for it harms 
record labels/companies? (1 being no harm, 5 being significant harm) 
 

No harm       1  2  3  4  5      Significant harm 
 
When you are considering songs to download, please circle how important the following 
variables are to your decision (1 being not important at all, 5 being very important) 
 
7.) Sound Quality: 
 

(Not important at all)   1    2  3  4  5     (Very important) 
 
8.) Download speed: 
 

(Not important at all)   1    2  3  4  5     (Very important) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



29 

9.) Which of the following statements do you agree with the most? Please place a checkmark 
next to your choice: 
 
___ Mainstream artists are harmed much more than indie/underground artists by those who 
download their music without paying for it. 
___ Mainstream artists are harmed slightly more than indie/underground artists by those who 
download their music without paying for it. 
___ Mainstream artists and indie/underground artists are harmed equally by those who 
download their music without paying for it. 
___ Indie/underground artists are harmed slightly more than mainstream artists by those who 
download their music without paying for it. 
___ Indie/underground artists are harmed much more than mainstream artists by those who 
download their music without paying for it. 
___ Mainstream and indie/underground artists are not significantly harmed by those who 
download their music without paying for it. 
___ No opinion 
 
10.) Have you ever downloaded music without paying for it? Please circle: 
 

Yes  No 
 

If you answered no to the previous question, please skip to questions 19-24.  
 
If you answered yes to the previous question, please answer all of the following 
questions: 
 

 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
 
 
11.) How many albums of music would you say you have downloaded in the last month 
without paying for them? 
 

Write a number: _________ albums 
 
12.) On average, in a single session lasting less than or up to 24 hours in length, how many 
songs would you say you download without paying for them? 
 

Write a number: _________ songs 
 
13.) Please place a checkmark next to the option that best describes how often you download 
music without paying for it: 
  

___ Nearly every day (very often) 
 ___ A few times per week (somewhat often) 
 ___ A few times per month (infrequently) 
 ___ A few times per year (very infrequently) 
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14.) Please place a checkmark next to the computer program you use the most often to 
download music without paying for it: 
 
___ GNUtella programs (Frostwire, Limewire, Ares, etc.) 
___ Direct Download (RapidShare, FileSonic, MediaFire, etc.) 
___ YouTube ripping (through various browser plugins, such as Download Helper or Ant) 
___ BitTorrent (Transmission, Vuze, µTorrent, etc.) 
___ FTP Servers 
If none of the above please state: ___________________________ 
 
Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the following statements by 
placing a checkmark below the option that best fits your response to the statements: 
 

15.) I feel guilty about downloading music without paying for it. 

Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly agree 

     

16.) I feel less guilty when I download music from mainstream artists without paying for it. 

Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly agree 

     

17.) I feel less guilty when I download music from indie/underground artists without paying for it. 

Strongly disagree Disagree Neutral Agree Strongly agree 

     

 
18.) Considering your answers to the above questions, please use the following scale to 
indicate the extent to which the following two words describes your behavior regarding 
downloading music without paying for it. “Casual” would imply less frequent downloading 
without paying and fewer songs downloaded without paying, and “dedicated” would imply more 
frequent downloading without paying and more songs downloaded without paying. Please 
circle your answer: 
 

(Very casual)  1 2 3 4 5  (Very dedicated) 
 

 
All respondents should answer the remaining questions: 
 
19.) Please complete the following statement: A sensible justification for downloading music 
without paying for it could be… 
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20.) Do you believe there are any positive impacts from illegal music downloading? If so, 
please explain. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
21.) Do you believe there are any negative impacts from illegal music downloading? If so, 
please explain. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
22.) Please provide any thoughts or comments about the practice of downloading music 
without paying for it. Please take as little or as much space as you need to answer this 
question. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
23.) Please indicate your gender: 
 
 __ Male 
 __ Female 
 __ Prefer not to indicate 
 
24.) Please indicate your age:  ________  years old 
 
Thank you 
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