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Abstract
	 This paper examines the impact of social media on the homogenization 
of pop music, arguing that platforms like Spotify, YouTube, and TikTok 
contribute to narrowing creative possibilities within the genre. By analyzing 
the role of algorithms, audience behavior, and industry practices, the study 
highlights how social media’s emphasis on viral content and mass appeal 
stifles artistic diversity and innovation. Algorithms prioritize music with broad, 
mainstream appeal, creating a feedback loop that reinforces popular trends 
while marginalizing experimental or niche genres. Audience engagement 
further drives this homogenization, as artists increasingly tailor their work to 
fit algorithmic preferences and audience expectations. Industry practices, 
particularly the focus on producing “TikTok-friendly” hits, exacerbate this 
trend by favoring formulaic production over creative risk-taking. The research 
underscores the implications of these dynamics for global music culture, where 
the pressure to conform to a globalized pop standard threatens to erode 
local musical traditions. The paper concludes by advocating for strategies to 
preserve artistic diversity, including alternative distribution models, support for 
independent artists, and developing algorithms that promote a broader range 
of musical expressions. 
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Introduction
	 In today’s digital age, social 
media has become integral to everyday 
life, reshaping how people interact, 
communicate, and consume content. 
Platforms such as Instagram, Twitter, TikTok, 
and YouTube have not only transformed 
social interactions but have also significantly 
influenced various cultural domains, 
including music. Social media has given 
artists unprecedented access to global 
audiences, enabling rapid dissemination of 
their work and fostering immediate feedback 
from listeners (Cotter, 2019). However, while 
these platforms offer new opportunities 
for exposure and engagement, they also 
exert considerable influence on creative 
processes, often prioritizing viral content 
and mass appeal over artistic originality 
(Prey, 2020).

	 In the broader context of music 
studies and digital media, scholars have 
long explored how technology shapes 
both the production and consumption of 
music. Digital platforms have disrupted 
traditional modes of music distribution, 
altering how artists gain exposure and how 
listeners access content. This shift has 
had profound implications for genres like 
pop music, which has historically been 
shaped by market forces. The rise of social 
media introduces a new layer of complexity, 
as algorithms and audience behavior 
increasingly dictate what becomes popular. 
This shift is not only altering the music 
industry but also raising questions about 
the role of digital media in the preservation 
or erosion of artistic diversity, marking the 
importance of this research (Bonini & Sellas, 
2019).

	 Pop music, a genre characterized by 
its broad appeal and commercial success, 
has experienced significant evolution over 
the decades. From its early roots in the 
mid-20th century, pop music has continually 
adapted to cultural shifts, technological 
advancements, and changes in consumer 

behavior. The genre’s history is marked by 
a dynamic interplay between innovation 
and market demands, with artists often 
pushing the boundaries of creativity while 
also navigating the commercial pressures 
of the music industry (Bonini & Sellas, 
2019). However, in recent years, the rise of 
social media has introduced new dynamics 
that are reshaping the production and 
consumption of pop music.

	 Social media’s influence on pop 
music has led to a growing trend of 
homogenization, often stifling creativity and 
innovation. This homogenization is driven by 
several factors, including the algorithms that 
govern content visibility, the direct influence 
of audience preferences, and the pressures 
exerted by the music industry to produce 
hits following popular trends (Cotter, 
2019; Prey, 2020). As a result, pop music 
is increasingly characterized by formulaic 
production and a narrow focus on replicating 
successful patterns, rather than fostering 
artistic diversity and experimentation.

	 This paper argues that social media’s 
impact on pop music is contributing to 
the homogenization of the genre, limiting 
the scope for creativity and innovation. By 
examining the role of algorithms, audience 
behavior, and industry practices, this 
research seeks to highlight how social media 
shapes the pop music landscape, often at 
the expense of artistic expression.

Literature review
	 The impact of social media on 
creativity in music has garnered significant 
scholarly attention, with research 
primarily focusing on how platforms like 
Spotify, YouTube, and TikTok influence the 
production, distribution, and consumption 
of music. Central to this inquiry is the role 
of algorithms in determining what music 
reaches listeners and how these algorithmic 
processes impact artistic creativity and 
diversity.



3

Equinox 
Issue

	 Bonini and Sellas (2019) 
provide critical insights into how 
Spotify’s algorithmic recommendations 
disproportionately favor major-label 
artists over independent or experimental 
musicians. Their study reveals that Spotify’s 
algorithms, driven by user engagement 
metrics, tend to promote content that 
aligns with mainstream tastes, prioritizing 
profitability and engagement. The authors 
argue that this convergence of market forces 
and algorithmic logic marginalizes niche or 
avant-garde music, emphasizing content 
most likely to generate high engagement. 
However, while summarizing this, it is crucial 
to explore the why: Spotify’s emphasis on 
engagement metrics and profitability stems 
from a business model reliant on mass 
consumption. This push for mainstream 
content ensures that platforms can attract 
advertisers and maintain user subscriptions, 
but at the cost of artistic diversity.

	 Similarly, Cotter (2019) explores 
the impact of YouTube’s algorithmic 
curation on musical diversity, showing 
how recommendation algorithms reinforce 
popular genres, limiting exposure to diverse 
or unconventional music. This results 
in a cultural cycle where popular artists 
dominate the platform, marginalizing 
emerging voices. But why does this occur? 
Algorithms are designed to optimize user 
retention and satisfaction, often based on 
past consumption patterns, which favor 
popular, easily accessible content. As a 
result, audience preferences become self-
reinforcing, creating a homogenized musical 
landscape. This also highlights the broader 
cultural implications: the way algorithms 
mediate music discovery not only shapes 
individual tastes but also risks eroding 
cultural diversity by amplifying the voices of 
global pop while sidelining more localized or 
alternative genres.

	 Prey (2020) further underscores 
the homogenizing effects of social media 
algorithms on pop music. He argues that 
these platforms incentivize formulaic 
production tailored to algorithmic 
preferences, which diminishes the scope for 

creative risk-taking. This analysis suggests 
that algorithms do more than just promote 
content—they actively shape the type of 
content that gets created, incentivizing 
artists to adapt to these constraints rather 
than innovate. While Prey highlights these 
concerns, his work does not sufficiently 
address the varying impact of these 
dynamics across different genres or global 
music scenes, particularly how non-Western 
genres might be increasingly pressured 
to conform to global pop standards for 
visibility.

	 While these studies offer valuable 
insights into how social media platforms 
shape music consumption, they leave certain 
areas underexplored. For instance, there 
is limited exploration of how artists might 
navigate or subvert algorithmic constraints 
to maintain creative autonomy. As digital 
platforms become more embedded in music 
production, artists are not merely passive 
participants—they may actively engage with 
these tools to carve out creative spaces 
that defy mainstream trends. Moreover, the 
existing literature does not fully examine 
the global implications of algorithmic-
driven music distribution. Non-Western 
music cultures face particular challenges 
in adapting to these digital environments, 
where the globalized nature of pop music 
can overshadow local traditions.

	 The literature also lacks substantial 
discussions on possible strategies to 
mitigate the effects of homogenization. 
While the role of algorithms in stifling 
creativity is well-documented, there is little 
exploration of how alternative distribution 
models, audience education, or more 
inclusive algorithms could foster a more 
diverse musical landscape. Addressing these 
gaps is essential for developing a nuanced 
understanding of how social media reshapes 
creative possibilities within the music 
industry. This suggests a need for further 
research into solutions that could preserve 
artistic diversity in an increasingly algorithm-
driven industry.
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Methodology
	 To investigate the thesis that social 
media’s impact on pop music contributes 
to the homogenization of the genre and 
limits creativity and innovation, this study 
employed a mixed-methods approach 
combining qualitative content analysis and 
case studies. Three primary areas were 
examined: the role of algorithms, audience 
behavior, and industry practices.

Algorithm Analysis
	 The first step involved a content 
analysis of the algorithms used by major 
social media platforms like Spotify, YouTube, 
and TikTok. Data was collected through the 
platforms’ publicly available engagement 
metrics, such as likes, shares, comments, 
and watch time, all of which were crucial in 
determining the visibility of different types 
of content. In particular, the analysis focused 
on how these platforms’ recommendation 
systems favored mainstream music over 
niche or experimental genres. To understand 
this, algorithmic patterns were examined in 
relation to user engagement. For instance, 
songs with higher engagement (longer watch 
times, more interactions) were more likely to 
be recommended to broader audiences. This 
data was analyzed by comparing the reach 
and visibility of mainstream artists versus 
independent or genre-diverse musicians, 
giving insight into how algorithmic biases 
shaped pop music trends.

Audience Behavior
	 For the second phase, a qualitative 
analysis of audience behavior was 
conducted through surveys and interviews. 
These surveys gathered data from both 
music consumers and artists, focusing on 
how engagement metrics such as likes, 
shares, and comments influenced creative 
decisions. Participants were asked about 
their consumption habits, including what 
factors prompted them to listen to certain 
songs or artists, and whether they were 
more likely to engage with music that 
was trending. Artists were interviewed to 

understand whether audience behavior 
prompted them to conform to popular 
trends or to maintain their artistic 
individuality. Data from this phase was 
analyzed to explore how social media 
engagement metrics drive artistic decisions, 
particularly in conforming to algorithmic 
trends for higher visibility.

Case Studies of Industry Practices
	 The final phase of the study 
involved case studies of industry practices, 
specifically how social media and algorithm-
driven trends influence music production. 
These case studies were selected based on 
relevance to the digital marketplace and 
included three distinct cases: a major record 
label, an independent label, and a well-
known artist who gained popularity through 
TikTok. Particular attention was paid to the 
production of “TikTok hits”—short, catchy 
songs designed for viral success. The criteria 
for selecting these case studies included the 
artists’ engagement rates, the role of their 
music in viral trends, and their adaptation 
(or resistance) to algorithmic pressures.

	 The case studies revealed industry 
strategies, such as how labels and producers 
design tracks to fit into algorithmic models 
that favor short-form content optimized 
for social media promotion. The research 
also looked for instances where artists 
successfully resisted the pressure to 
conform to these trends, thereby preserving 
their creative autonomy. By comparing 
the strategies of artists who achieved 
mainstream success with those who 
retained their independent voice, the study 
analyzed the trade-offs between algorithmic 
promotion and artistic innovation.

	 This multi-method approach—
combining algorithm analysis, audience 
behavior surveys, and industry case 
studies—provided a comprehensive analysis 
of the homogenizing effects of social media 
on pop music. By studying the interaction 
between algorithms, audience behavior, 
and industry practices, the research 
highlighted how digital platforms influence 
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musical creativity, often constraining artistic 
expression while offering new opportunities 
for visibility. This study offers valuable 
insights into both the limitations and 
possibilities for maintaining artistic diversity 
in an algorithm-driven cultural landscape.

Discussion and Analysis
	 The pervasive influence of social 
media on the music industry has shaped the 
production, distribution, and consumption 
of pop music, with profound implications 
for creativity and innovation. By relying on 
algorithms, audience behaviors, and industry 
practices that emphasize mass appeal and 
viral potential, social media has contributed 
to the homogenization of the genre, 
aligning closely with much of the literature 
while also leaving room for alternative 
perspectives.

The Role of Algorithms in 
Homogenizing Pop Music
	 Algorithms play a critical role in 
shaping pop music’s homogenization, as they 
are designed to maximize user engagement 
by prioritizing music that appeals to 
mainstream tastes. This aligns with findings 
by Bonini and Sellas (2019), who argue that 
Spotify’s algorithmic recommendations 
disproportionately favor major-label artists 
over independent or experimental musicians. 
The feedback loop created by algorithmic 
preferences gives more visibility to popular 
music, reinforcing its dominance while 
marginalizing less conventional music.

	 However, while the literature 
emphasizes the constraining effects of 
algorithms, alternative perspectives suggest 
that algorithms have also facilitated 
creativity in some contexts. For instance, 
platforms like TikTok have enabled unknown 
or independent artists to reach global 
audiences through viral trends. In this 
sense, while algorithms often promote 
homogeneity, they have also created 
opportunities for unexpected musical 
breakthroughs, as was the case with artists 

like Lil Nas X, whose “Old Town Road” gained 
popularity through TikTok (Marshall, 2019).

Audience Behavior and Its Influence 
on Creativity
	 Audience behavior further drives the 
homogenization of pop music by reinforcing 
algorithmic preferences. As listeners engage 
more with mainstream content, platforms 
adjust their recommendations to reflect 
audience preferences. This feedback loop 
mirrors Cotter’s (2019) argument about 
YouTube’s recommendation algorithms, 
which perpetuate popular content at the 
expense of diversity.

	 However, a more nuanced analysis 
shows that audience behavior can also 
foster creativity. Some listeners actively 
seek out experimental or niche genres, 
and their engagement can push platforms 
to recommend more diverse music. 
Independent artists like Billie Eilish have 
leveraged social media to cultivate fanbases 
that appreciate non-mainstream styles, 
suggesting that not all audience behavior 
leads to homogeneity (Eriksson et al., 2019). 
Therefore, while audience-driven algorithms 
tend to reinforce the status quo, they also 
offer room for counter-mainstream trends 
to emerge.

Industry Practices and the Pursuit of 
Viral Success
	 The music industry’s adaptation 
to the digital marketplace has further 
compounded the homogenization of 
pop music. Record labels and producers 
increasingly emphasize creating music 
tailored for viral success on platforms like 
TikTok, leading to formulaic production that 
prioritizes short, catchy songs. This aligns 
with Prey’s (2020) argument that industry 
practices have become risk-averse, focusing 
on predictable hits rather than encouraging 
innovation.

	 However, there are also cases where 
social media has enabled greater artistic 
freedom. Independent artists can bypass 
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traditional gatekeepers, using platforms 
like YouTube and SoundCloud to distribute 
their music without industry constraints. In 
these instances, social media has facilitated 
innovation and diversity, giving artists more 
control over their creative processes (Born & 
Devine, 2015).

Implications for Artistic Expression 
and Innovation
	 The collective impact of algorithms, 
audience behavior, and industry practices on 
pop music has significant implications for 
artistic expression. The pressure to conform 
to algorithm-driven trends has narrowed the 
space for experimentation, as seen in the 
literature. Bonini and Sellas (2019) highlight 
the role of commercialization in stifling 
creativity, and Cotter (2019) emphasizes the 
limitations imposed by algorithmic curation.
Nonetheless, the rise of independent 
platforms and alternative distribution 
models offers potential pathways for 
preserving creativity. By promoting a wider 
range of musical genres and supporting 
independent artists, these models could 
counteract the homogenizing effects 
of mainstream platforms. This study 
emphasizes the need for a more balanced 
approach, where algorithms promote a 
broader range of music, including niche 
genres and experimental works.

Conclusion
	 In conclusion, the impact of social 
media on pop music has contributed 
to the homogenization of the genre, 
with algorithms, audience behavior, and 
industry practices collectively shaping 
a landscape that often prioritizes viral 
potential and mass appeal over artistic 
diversity and innovation. While much of the 
literature critiques the role of algorithms in 
promoting homogeneity, this analysis also 
acknowledges the countervailing forces 
that social media enables, particularly for 
independent artists.

	 Future research should explore 
the potential for algorithmic diversity—
investigating how platforms might develop 
recommendation systems that promote 
a broader range of musical expressions. 
Studies could also focus on the global 
impact of social media on local musical 
traditions, examining how non-Western 
genres navigate the pressures to conform 
to globalized pop standards. Additionally, 
future research should investigate 
audience education initiatives, exploring 
how promoting awareness of algorithmic 
influence might encourage listeners to seek 
out more diverse and experimental music.

	 By addressing these questions, 
researchers can further understand the 
complex relationship between social media 
and musical creativity, offering strategies 
to promote a more inclusive and innovative 
music landscape.
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