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How TikTok Influences Popular Music

Although the app TikTok strays from the traditional techniques of the music industry, the relatively new app is currently playing a central role in determining what songs become top hits. Not only is the app allowing new artists to have a platform where their music has the potential to spread rapidly, but it also gives a second life to older music through dance trends and comedy trends. TikTok’s unique algorithm plays a large part in determining which songs spread fast enough and far enough to make it to top 40 radio stations and billboard charts, which are the stages when an artist knows they are “big.”
TikTok is a Chinese app, owned by the company ByteDance, that allows users to create their own videos up to one minute long that often use music in the background. Sometimes these videos can be original content, but most often TikTok’s users create trends and mimic each other’s videos. Originally titled musical.ly, the app started as a platform where users would create 15 second lip-syncing and dancing videos. The more popular a dance challenge or lip-sync challenge became, the more traction a song received, not only on the app but sometimes on the radio as well. In 2018, the app changed its name to TikTok and has been changing into what it is today ever since.
Ever since the app Musical.ly came to life, new music has been spiking due to the platform. Some of the earliest dance trends went along with the songs “Old Town Road” by Lil Nas X and “The Git Up” by Blanco Brown. Lil Nas X’s song might not have been able to gain the popularity it received without help from TikTok, since the app allowed him to earn a record deal with Columbia Records and rapidly climb to the top of the Billboard charts. Blanco Brown’s song gained popularity because its lyrics explain simple dance moves that just about anyone can do. Although it might not be a song that many people would listen to on their own, since it is a cheesy crossover between country and pop, the style is one that has become very successful for many songs of Musical.ly and TikTok. 
As TikTok continues to grow, new dance challenges come out every day. Some of the most popular dances today include new songs by artists on the rise, old songs that are just now resurfacing, or new remixes to older hits that are causing them to make a comeback. Due to TikTok’s unique algorithm, “old songs are as likely to catch on as new releases.”[footnoteRef:1] some examples of artists that have gained major popularity from their songs being used as dance challenges on the app are Doja Cat and Megan Thee Stallion for their songs “Say So” and “Savage.” Both of these songs, along with many others, have made it to the top 10 on billboards charts thanks to their popularity on TikTok. “as of the latest billboard hot 100 data (april 18), at least five of the country’s top 10 songs have also been hits on tiktok.”[footnoteRef:2] these songs are good examples of the type of music that does well in TikTok dance challenges because they have short catchy sections and are slow enough that people can choreograph easy to learn dances. The song “Savage” even has different parts used in different TikTok trends and Doja Cat featured the TikTok dance moves in her music video for “Say So”.  [1:  Leight, Elias. “Surprising No One, TikTok Is Driving a Lot of New-Artist Growth.” Rolling Stone, 28 February, 2020, https://www.rollingstone.com/pro/news/chartmetric-breakthrough-artists-report-958401/
]  [2:  Thompson, Dillon. “How TikTok Became 2020’s Most Important Music Platform.” In The Know, 22 April, 2020, https://www.intheknow.com/2020/04/22/how-tiktok-became-2020s-most-important-music-platform/
] 

TikTok can also help already established artists gain popularity on their new releases. Both Drake and The Weeknd released new songs that became huge hits thanks to TikTok dance challenges. Drake’s song “Toosie Slide” is similar to Musical.ly’s early dance challenge song “The Git Up” because its lyrics hint to the dance moves that should go along with it. “Toosie Slide” is an especially good example of the type of music that does well on the app because the “track [was] released to the charts after being borne on the app… and so the dance was viral before the full song was released let alone heard, propelling the track straight to the top.”[footnoteRef:3] although The Weeknd’s song “Blinding Lights” was released as a track on his latest album and never as a single, the dance challenge that goes along with the song made it the most popular track on the album. [3:  Munro, Myesha. “TikTok Meets The Music Industry.” The Oxford Student, 30 April, 2020, https://www.oxfordstudent.com/2020/04/30/tiktok-meets-the-music-industry/
] 

TikTok also allows older songs to become popular once again. The song “Pumped Up Kicks” by Foster The People was originally released in 2011, but a recent dance challenge is allowing the song to make a comeback. Jay Sean’s song “Ride It” is making a comeback thanks to TikTok users dancing to a remix released by Regard. Lastly, a remix to Taylor Swift’s song “Love Story” has recently surfaced and has become the latest big dance trend on the app.
When the app was still titled Musical.ly, the main audience was kids and teens, since the idea of creating lip-sync videos and dance challenges was very simple. Once it was purchased by ByteDance and converted to TikTok, its audience began to expand. As the audience expanded, so did the types of content produced by the app’s users. Not only are songs used on TikTok for dance challenges, but now users create videos that include comedy, fashion, cooking, art, sports, scenery, or any other topic or hobby you could imagine. All of these videos are set to sound, often to music, though sometimes creators use other user’s audio clips. The key part about TikTok videos that make songs just as important as the videos themselves and the thing that causes a song’s popularity to rise is that, “the songs are far more entwined in the video than as mere background. Instead, music is often the punchline or inspiration for the entire premise.” 
An example of a song that acts as the background music for a common fashion trend is “Stunnin’” by Curtis Waters. In the trend, the creator switches outfits on beat with the song. Although the song has nothing to do with the content of the video, the song and the trend have become cues for one another due to the trend’s popularity. This song allowed Curtis Waters’ song to become popular, although it might not have had the same potential without the app. The 80’s hit song “Break My Stride” by Matthew Wilder has resurfaced from two different TikTok trends. The first trend has user sending messages to friends and family that say the lyrics to the song line by line. The users then share the results while the song plays in the background. The second trend that is tied to this song has users sharing videos of animals walking in silly ways while the chorus of the song is playing. Lastly, users have been recreating a scene from the movie “Mamma Mia” that goes along with the song “Lay All Your Love On Me.” This trend shows users imitating the way Amanda Seyfried’s character crawls around the sand at the beach during the chorus of the song.
In just two short years, the app has grown its audience exponentially by allowing users more and more freedom to create their content. While the app and the music featured on the app had a very large growth in 2019, for the most part, the audience remained as generation z users, both as creators and viewers. It wasn’t until the coronavirus lockdown that the app’s audience began expanding to millennials and even older adults as well. Although the app is still very youthful, a much broader audience has recently been producing content on the platform. During quarantine people of all ages began to learn TikTok dances and create their own versions of TikTok trends. The app introduced people of all ages to all different types of social trends, musical and otherwise. The app acted as a place for users to share art and skills they have been working on at home and select trending music to play along with their video. It also allowed new artists to share their music in hopes for their songs to become hits or trends. The new audience allows music to spread to an even greater number of listeners and gives the artists a chance to become famous. TikTok greatly benefited from the coronavirus lockdown because it acted as a place for regular users, influencers and celebrities to share their day to day life, discuss what they are going through, and resonate with one another. Another perk of TikTok during the shutdown, especially for celebrities, is that people understood access to the resources needed to create professional videos were very limited. This allowed creators to be as natural and relaxed as they wanted in their videos. For artists and celebrities, this meant there was a new way to show off their own genuine personalities without filters, managers, or the polished looks needed at sold-out shows or red-carpet events. One artist who used the relaxed culture to his advantage was Jason Derulo. 
After discussing the history of the app and how it affects the latest songs on the billboard charts, it is important to look at how TikTok will continue to affect the music industry. One thing that many new songs, although not all, that have become popular through the app have in common is that they are released as singles instead of as a track on an album like traditional music is. This is a trend in the music industry that has be going on for a while due to streaming and playlist culture, along with top 40 radio stations, but seems to be increasing from the way certain songs become popular on TikTok. There is even discussion in the industry that “some artists will eventually receive “TikTok deals” — single-song agreements focused on viral tracks — instead of more traditional, album-based record contracts.”[footnoteRef:4] An example of a single that gained popularity from TikTok is the song “BLACKOUT” by Lil Kapow. Not only was this song released as a single, but Lil Kapow has only released singles and no full-length albums.  [4:  Thompson, Dillon. “How TikTok Became 2020’s Most Important Music Platform.” In The Know, 22 April, 2020, https://www.intheknow.com/2020/04/22/how-tiktok-became-2020s-most-important-music-platform/
] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Although the app is new and innovative, its unique algorithm allows it to be one of the most natural ways a song becomes popular. Each individual gets to see content that is tailored to their interests based on how the engage with others’ videos. For music, this means if people don’t like a song, a video or a trend, they can quickly swipe past and the song won’t gain any traction. However, if a song is paired well with a video trend and people begin to interact with the song, it will gain enough popularity to potentially make it to the top of Billboard’s charts. In today’s state, this app allows both new and established artists to have an almost equal chance for their songs to become popular. It might be hard to determine how long TikTok will last as a tool for the music industry, but it is clear that in the app’s prime, it should be known as a form of technology that plays an integral part in the spread of popular music.
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