Texas investigates potential payola practices in music streaming amid broader antitrust crackdown
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Texas Attorney General Ken Paxton has opened a new front in his campaign against what he portrays as anti-competitive conduct by large technology and entertainment platforms, this time focusing on music streaming services. According to a statement from his office on 22 April 2026, the investigation is examining whether companies including Spotify and Apple Music may have accepted payments or other inducements to boost certain songs, artists or content in ways that could mislead listeners and distort competition.
The probe centres on the long-standing practice known as payola, a term associated with secret payments used to influence what gets airplay or promotion. Paxton’s office said Civil Investigative Demands were issued as part of the inquiry, a sign that Texas is seeking records and testimony before deciding whether any enforcement action is warranted. The attorney general framed the matter as one of fairness for consumers and artists, suggesting that opaque promotional arrangements could skew what users believe is popular or organically recommended.
The move fits a broader pattern in Paxton’s recent enforcement agenda. In May 2024, his office joined nearly 30 states and the US Department of Justice in a civil antitrust suit against Live Nation Entertainment and Ticketmaster, accusing the companies of monopolistic conduct in live entertainment. A month later, Texas also moved against more than 100 companies over alleged failures to comply with the state’s new data broker registration law, underscoring a willingness to use aggressive investigative tools across sectors. Separately, Paxton has pursued cases involving pornography age-verification rules and challenged a firearms ban at the State Fair of Texas, highlighting an office increasingly prepared to test the limits of state regulatory power.
For the music industry, the investigation raises questions that go beyond streaming playlists. If the Texas attorney general concludes that paid placement or undisclosed promotional deals are shaping what listeners hear, the case could invite closer scrutiny of recommendation systems, influencer-style marketing and commercial relationships that have become embedded in digital distribution. For now, however, the matter remains an investigation, and no wrongdoing has been established.
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