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Abstract 

In today’s attention-driven music landscape, musicians are not only entertainers but also strategic marketers. While 
songs are central to an artist’s impact, their commercial success increasingly depends on how effectively they structure 
and execute promotional campaigns in the lead-up to an album release. The current paper employs a literature-based 
analysis and comparative case examples to examine not only what artists release during this promotional window—
from singles to merchandise to tour announcements—but also how they release it and why certain strategies resonate 
with their audiences. Our analysis finds that conventional strategies build anticipation through structured, multi-phase 
rollouts, while unconventional strategies generate immediate cultural buzz by compressing the traditional promotional 
funnel into a single viral moment. Across both approaches, we identify key psychological mechanisms, including 
parasocial relationships, experiential consumption, and psychological reactance, that explain why certain campaigns 
resonate so deeply with audiences. Ultimately, this research identifies that the most effective promotional strategies 
are those that tap into fans’ fundamental needs for recognition, belonging, and emotional connection, regardless of 
whether they follow a traditional formula or deliberately break from it. 
 
Keywords: Music industry marketing, Consumer psychology, Parasocial relationships, Promotional strategies, 
Experiential consumption 
 
1. Introduction 
 

While there is no universal formula for music promotion, artists consistently navigate a complex mix of strategies 
and timelines between the time they announce and release a new album. The stretch of time between an album’s 
announcement at its official release is filled with deliberate decisions about what to release, such as singles, tours, and 
merchandise, and when to release them. Moreover, these choices unfold at a relentless pace, with new album releases 
and announcements flooding consumers’ timelines on a daily basis. Shaped by shifting industry norms, the influence 
of social media, and rapidly evolving consumer behavior, the lead-up to an album release has become a high-stakes 
phase of connection-building between artists and their audiences. For consumers, this fast-moving environment often 
means engaging with music promotion in real time, without much opportunity to pause and consider how these 
experiences are constructed, or why they feel so impactful. Rarely do fans get a chance to reflect on what strategies 
artists used, why certain releases captured collective attention, or how emotional connections to specific albums and 
eras are deliberately cultivated. 
 
1.1 Relevance 
 

Accordingly, this paper offers a necessary pause. By analyzing both the content and timing of promotional 
campaigns from Taylor Swift’s intricate multi-phase rollout of Midnights, to Drake’s bait and switch unprecedented 
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release of Nothing Was the Same, the current paper identifies recurring patterns and flexible timelines that artists rely 
on, despite a lack of a clear-cut formula. In doing so, it demystifies the mechanics of modern music promotion and 
brings clarity to a process that often feels as emotionally charged as it is strategically orchestrated. 

Therefore, this paper has two central aims. First, it seeks to identify the range of promotional strategies artists 
employ in the lead-up to an album release by comparing both conventional and unconventional approaches across 
genre, audience, and career stage. Second, it examines the consumer psychology principles that explain why certain 
strategies resonate more deeply with audiences than others. By grounding this analysis in established marketing and 
psychology frameworks, this paper offers a more structured understanding of a process that is often experienced 
emotionally but rarely examined critically. 
 
1.2 Defining Success 
 

Given that there is no universal formula for music promotion, an important question emerges: how do artists 
conceptualize and define success? Because artists vary widely in their goals, success must be understood as a nuanced 
and multifaceted concept that extends beyond a single metric. Traditional quantitative indicators, such as record sales, 
album preorders, and chart performance remain important benchmarks. For example, Billboard uses metrics that 
combine sales, radio airplay, and online streaming to define success. However, while these figures offer clear indicators 
of commercial impact, they do not fully capture the broader impact of a promotional campaign. 

Specifically, the success of an artist not only includes quantitative metrics of success, but also includes their fan 
engagement, social media reach, and cultural relevance. These qualitative indicators, though more subjective, 
contribute to the longevity of an artist’s presence in the public eye. Some artists may consider a rollout successful if it 
leads to critical acclaim or increased visibility amongst target demographics, while others may prioritize charting and 
streaming statistics. Accordingly, we recognize that definitions of success vary not only by artists but also across 
genres. 

By taking both measurable outcomes and more intangible indicators into account, this paper offers a more 
comprehensive framework for evaluating promotional effectiveness. In the sections that follow, we examine how 
different promotional strategies, from the conventional to the disruptive, serve these varying definitions of success 
and help artists navigate a marketplace driven by attention, identity, and emotional connection. 
 
2. Methodology 
 
2.1 Research Design 
 

This research employs a qualitative, literature-based research design to examine how promotional strategies shape 
fan engagement in the music industry. Rather than collecting original survey or experimental data, this paper 
synthesizes existing academic literature in consumer psychology and marketing with comparative case analysis of 
real-world artist promotional campaigns. In doing so, this research synthesizes diverse patterns and psychological 
principles across a range of promotional contexts without being limited to a single artist, genre, or time period. 
 
2.2 Case Selection 
 

Artist case examples were selected using three primary criteria. First, cases were chosen for their cultural visibility, 
meaning that each artist or album represented a widely recognized and well-documented promotional moment with 
publicly available information about its rollout and reception. Second, cases were selected to represent both 
conventional and unconventional promotional approaches to ensure that the analysis captured the full range of 
strategies currently used in the industry. Third, cases were chosen to reflect diversity across genre, audience, and 
career stage, so that findings would not be overly specific to one type of artist or fan base. Based on these criteria, the 
following artists and albums were selected as primary case examples: Taylor Swift's Midnights (2022) and Folklore 
(2020), Beyoncé's self-titled album (2013), Drake's Nothing Was the Same (2013) and If You're Reading This It's Too 
Late (2015), and Kendrick Lamar's GNX (2024). These cases were selected because they each illustrate a distinct 
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strategic approach and offer clear evidence of measurable audience response, whether through chart performance, 
streaming figures, or documented social media engagement. 
 
2.3 Analytical Approach 
 

Each case example was analyzed through the lens of established consumer psychology and marketing theories, 
including frameworks related to parasocial relationships, psychological reactance, experiential consumption, and 
scarcity marketing. For each case, we assessed the specific promotional strategies employed by the artist, the 
measurable or documented audience response to those strategies, and the psychological mechanisms that best 
explained why those strategies were effective. We applied these questions consistently across all cases to identify 
recurring patterns across different promotional contexts and draw broader conclusions about what drives fan 
engagement. 
 
3. Results 
 
3.1 Conventional Promotional Strategies 
 

The period leading up to an album release is often charged with anticipation: consumers are buying tickets to a 
just-announced tour, streaming teaser singles on repeat, and scouring online for exclusive merch. These moments may 
feel spontaneous, but they’re often part of a carefully orchestrated marketing strategy. Specifically, within a 
conventional marketing framework, the success of an artist’s promotional cycle is strongly influenced by the deliberate 
use of strategies that align with foundational marketing principles. 

One such strategy that represents a core component of an artist’s promotional cycle is what we refer to as their 
promotional product strategy. Prior literature has supported the notion that companies or services offer products to 
consumers for their attention, acquisition, or consumption and to satisfy their wants or needs (Khan, 2014). A product 
offering can represent physical objects, services, persons, places, organizations, or ideas (Kotler & Keller, 2012). 
Accordingly, within the music industry, an artist’s product strategy may entail the promotion of early release of tour 
dates, merchandise, and the album itself. These tactics allow artists to fulfill complementary roles that reinforce their 
broader personal brand (Montoya & Vandehey, 2002). 

Merchandise, especially limited-edition items, extends an artist’s brand beyond the intangible musical products 
and therefore acts as both a revenue stream and a brand-building vehicle. For example, consumers perceive limited-
edition products as not only being of higher value but also attribute greater associations towards the company itself 
(Wu & Lee, 2016). Therefore, among musicians, when their product offerings are strategically priced and distributed, 
they can enhance cultural relevance by providing consumers with a sense of exclusivity, emotional connection, and 
added symbolic value (Holt, 2004). The broader pattern emerging is that physical goods serve as a social currency, 
allowing fans to display their affiliation and thus transforming the consumer into a walking advertisement for the 
artist’s brand. 

Artists can also capitalize on experiential consumption through the announcement of live tours and concerts. 
These events further advance their promotional cycle by creating opportunities for fans to form lasting memories and 
reinforce emotional bonds with the artist (Packer & Ballantyne, 2011). As a result, tour announcements serve not only 
as promotional tools but as key milestones in a fan’s emotional journey with the artist. 

Another widely used conventional strategy is sampling, which allows artists to maintain visibility and build 
momentum leading up to an album release. In the music industry, this often takes the form of releasing one or more 
singles prior to the full project and, therefore, giving audiences a preview while generating discussion, engagement, 
and anticipation (Schuster et al., 2019). For example, the Canadian rapper Drake has released two episodes in his 
ICEMAN series within the span of two weeks, each one debuting a single off of his highly anticipated album ICEMAN, 
set to fully release in 2026. This demonstrates that even within a conventional framework, the strategic sequencing of 
single releases can sustain audience attention over time and build cumulative anticipation rather than relying on a 
single promotional moment. 

Across all of these elements, the timing functions as a critical variable in the promotional cycle of an artist. 
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Strategic sequencing of releases, whether it be singles, merchandise, or live performances, capitalizes on consumer 
anticipation to generate maximum buzz. Timing can also be incorporated directly into the products and material artists 
release. For example, artists often embed timing directly into the products they release through ephemeral marketing 
tactics, such as pop-up events, exclusive listening parties, or limited-time merchandise. These time-sensitive offerings 
further amplify consumers’ desire to engage with an artist’s brand. Specifically, these short-term teasers pull audiences 
in by creating a sense of urgency and exclusivity (Aggarwal, Jun, & Huh, 2011; Wu & Lee, 2016). Consumers are 
often drawn to exclusive marketing materials as limited-time offerings are perceived as novel, unique, desirable, assets. 

Ultimately, this blend of product innovation, strategic pricing, and intentional timing collectively forms a cohesive 
marketing strategy and often a successful promotional model. Specifically, by employing these strategies, artists are 
often able to achieve their goals of increasing their music streams, strengthening their engagement with their audience, 
and enhancing their cultural resonance in the lead-up to an album release. However, this raises an important question: 
must artists strictly follow these conventional strategies to achieve success? 
 
3.2 Unconventional Promotional Strategies 
 

While traditional promotional strategies rely on structured rollouts and predictable timelines, many of today’s 
most culturally dominant artists have found equal or even greater success by deviating from these traditional 
conventions. Unconventional promotional approaches, such as intentionally leaking songs ahead of release or 
dropping an album without prior warning, function not as oversights or risks, but as calculated marketing decisions 
designed to maximize impact. These strategies often leverage disruption marketing, a technique that thrives on 
breaking consumer expectations and capturing attention in a media environment (Hult & Ketchen, 2017). Whereas 
conventional strategies succeed through careful orchestration, these alternative tactics succeed by generating surprise, 
urgency, and widespread buzz. 

One of the most notable examples of unconventional promotional strategies is Beyoncé’s eponymous 2013 album, 
which was released without any prior singles or announcements, and, as a result, instantly reframed the conversation 
surrounding traditional album promotion. The surprise release not only generated massive social media buzz but also 
redefined the album drop as a cultural moment. Furthermore, beyond just being an exemplar of an alternative 
promotional strategy, the album went on to amass over 617,000 sales within three days and become the fastest selling 
album in iTunes history at the time (Powell, 2025). Similarly, both Kendrick Lamar’s 2024 album GNX (Sisario, 2024) 
and Drake’s 2015 If You’re Reading This It’s Too Late debuted with minimal prior promotion, but debuted at number 
one on the Billboard Charts, driven by shock value, speculation, and social media virality. Even Taylor Swift, though 
known for her meticulously structured and multi-phased promotional campaigns, has also embraced spontaneity with 
the release of her 2020 albums Folklore and Evermore, which were announced mere hours before their debuts. Taken 
together, these cases demonstrate that unconventional releases do not succeed despite the absence of traditional 
promotion, but because of it. That is, the lack of a rollout itself generates immediate cultural conversation that a 
months-long campaign might not have been able to accomplish. 

The cases above suggest that, from a marketing perspective, these unannounced rollouts compress the traditional 
promotional funnel (i.e., audience awareness, interest, and action) into a single cultural flashpoint. Rather than slowly 
building anticipation, they ignite it in an instant, capitalizing on real-time virality and consumer desire to participate 
in unfolding cultural moments (Berger & Milkman, 2012). This immediacy is especially compelling for younger 
audiences who prioritize experiential consumption and shareable, in-the-moment experiences over traditional forms 
of purchasing (Carter & Gilovich, 2012; Bhattacharjee & Mogilner, 2013). Whether through pop-up shops, surprise 
listening parties, or viral digital drops, these strategies transform the act of promotion into an experience in itself. 

More broadly, this shift reflects a fundamental change in the marketing landscape as attention has become the 
primary currency in modern marketing (Davenport & Beck, 2001). Specifically, in an environment where consumer 
attention is often fleeting, artists who can engineer moments of mass attention are effectively providing a blueprint for 
how to thrive in the modern attention economy. In doing so, these flash moments not only drive sales and streams but 
also reshape the norms of how music is marketed in the digital age and, by extension, how cultural relevance is built 
and sustained. 
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Ultimately, as the industry evolves, the success of unconventional promotional strategies often hinges on an 
artist’s understanding of their audience and cultural timing. That is, artists who intuitively grasp what their audiences 
crave, and when, are able to deviate from formulas in favor of more dynamic, responsive approaches while still 
achieving success. These strategies underscore a shift from predictability to adaptability, where artists are rewarded 
not for following a fixed formula, but for creating culturally responsive and emotionally resonant campaigns. In this 
way, modern music marketing becomes less about rigid planning and more about cultivating authentic, participatory, 
audience-centered experiences. 
 
3.3 Psychological Mechanisms Underlying Promotional Success 
 

Whether through carefully orchestrated surprise drops or meticulously planned rollouts, the success of artists’ 
promotional strategies lies in their ability to tap into deeper psychological mechanisms that drive consumer behavior. 
That is, at their foundation, both conventional and unconventional strategies are grounded in consumer psychology 
and shape how fans respond to promotional stimuli, form attachments to artists, and ultimately engage with the music 
itself. 

One key psychological tool is buzz, which refers to the collective excitement generated by strategic releases, 
surprise drops, or cryptic campaigns (Robertson et al., 2018). For instance, Beyonce’s 2013 surprise self-titled album 
release created a cultural moment that dominated social media conversations. Beyond just being an exemplar of 
unconventional music promotion, her unpredictable strategy instantly created a viral media moment, dominating social 
media conversations and transforming the album drop into a full-blown cultural event (Sanders, 2022). 

Furthermore, this buzz often deepens parasocial relationships, which refer to one-sided emotional bonds that 
individuals form with media figures, in which the fan feels a sense of closeness, familiarity, and intimacy despite 
having no real reciprocal interaction (Dibble et al., 2016). As fans develop a personal connection to the artist through 
constant updates, candid behind-the-scenes content and/or cryptic teasers, artists can create an illusion of intimacy 
that gives fans the sense that they “know” the artist on a personal level. For example, Taylor Swift has famously 
deepened her parasocial ties by embedding hidden messages in her lyrics, hosting secret listening sessions at her home, 
and involving fans in the creative rollout of albums like 1989 (Lewis, 2014). These gestures make fans feel personally 
recognized and emotionally involved, despite the asymmetry of the interaction. This demonstrates that parasocial 
depth, not just audience size, is a key driver of sustained fan engagement across a promotional cycle. 

This emotional connection is further amplified by the rise of experiential consumption, where fans place greater 
value on memorable experiences than on physical goods (Carter & Gilovich, 2012; Bhattacharjee & Mogilner, 2013). 
Attending live shows, exclusive pop-up events, or secret album previews becomes more than just entertainment, but 
becomes a source of emotional fulfillment and identity expression. In these moments, the promotional campaign is 
the product, giving fans a sense of belonging within a broader community. 

At the heart of these dynamics is the human condition, shaped by a universal need to feel seen, valued, and 
understood. Psychological research has long highlighted that affirmation and affiliation are core drivers of human 
behavior (Baumeister & Leary, 2017). Parasocial relationships, while asymmetrical, meet this need at scale. When an 
artist drops cryptic hints, reposts fan-generated content, or acknowledges their audience during live performances, 
fans interpret these gestures as personal recognition, even though the interaction is one sided. This sense of being 
“seen” fosters intimacy and belonging, giving fans the emotional reward of connection without requiring reciprocity. 
In this way, artists leverage parasocial dynamics to transform marketing strategies into experiences that feel personally 
validating to fans (Hoffner & Bond, 2022; MacNeill & DiTommaso, 2023). Because this illusion of intimacy satisfies 
a fundamental human need for recognition, it becomes a powerful driver of loyalty engagement, ensuring that 
promotional efforts resonate on an emotional as well as commercial level for fans. 

While fans are often at the heels of artists, eagerly awaiting their next move, their behavior is not purely passive. 
That is, fans are frequently guided by underlying psychological forces that marketers intentionally leverage and 
diverge from an artist’s direct influence. One such force is psychological reactance, which refers to the human 
tendency to desire what feels restricted or unavailable (Brehm, 1966), plays a central role in driving audience 
engagement. In the context of music marketing, this principle is intentionally leveraged through limited edition 
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merchandise, time-sensitive tour ticket availability, and exclusive tour pre-sales. All of these strategies capitalize on 
this principle by not just driving urgency, but by heightening fans’ emotional response and compelling them to act 
quickly so they don’t miss out. This sense of scarcity fuels consumer action by increasing the perceived value of the 
product or experience. For example, a hoodie from a pop-up shop, a vinyl available for only 24 hours, or early access 
to concert tickets all become symbols of exclusivity and fandom loyalty. In this way, scarcity doesn’t just create 
demand but further deepens audiences’ emotional investment. 

Together, these psychological levers (i.e., buzz, parasocial connection, experiential consumption, and reactance), 
operate in tandem to transform listeners into loyal brand advocates. That is, they move the promotional cycle beyond 
product awareness into the realm of emotional attachment. When used strategically, these tools allow artists not just 
to sell music but to cultivate long-term emotional resonance, turning casual fans into devoted participants in the artist’s 
creative universe. 
 
4. Discussion 
 

Understanding the psychological mechanisms that underpin modern music promotion offers more than just insight 
into how artists can market themselves effectively. Rather, it also reveals why certain campaigns resonate so deeply 
with audiences, regardless of whether they follow traditional formulas or intentionally disrupt them. With this 
foundation in place, we now turn to the broader implications of examining the promotional lead-up to an album release. 
Specifically, we consider what these insights mean for artists developing their promotional strategies, for fans 
navigating their relationships with artists, and for industry professionals responsible for bridging the two. 

As previously discussed, at the heart of nearly every successful promotional cycle is the parasocial relationship 
between artists and their fans (Hoffner & Bond, 2022). From a consumer’s perspective, their experience with an artist 
may feel deeply intimate, whether it’s decoding Easter eggs, attending exclusive events, or reacting in real time to 
surprise drops. Yet behind the scenes, these seemingly spontaneous moments represent a calculated strategy to drive 
engagement and inflate metrics. Namely, artists and their marketing teams act as puppeteers, carefully pulling 
emotional strings and orchestrating campaigns that heighten consumers’ involvement with the goal of driving 
performance outcomes. 

Still, although this dynamic is fundamentally transactional, its success lies in its authenticity. These strategies 
work because they tap into fundamental human needs, especially the need for recognition, affiliation, and belonging 
(Baumeister & Leary, 2017). Loyalty to an artist becomes more than brand allegiance; it becomes a way of expressing 
identity and connecting with others who share the same emotional attachments. Parasocial relationships amplify this 
effect by creating the illusion of friendship with the artist, which deepens fan engagement and softens resistance to 
marketing tactics (Dibble et al., 2016). In turn, fans don't merely consume content, but instead can see themselves in 
it, participate in it, and feel emotionally invested in its success. 
 
4.1 Implications and Future Directions 
 

The implications of this research extend across the music ecosystem and offer insights for artists, consumers, and 
the music industry at large. For artists, the goal is not to prescribe a rigid set of promotional tactics but rather to 
broaden their understanding of the diverse strategies available, both conventional and unconventional alike, so that 
they can make more intentional decisions that reflect their brand and allow for authentic connections with their 
audiences. For consumers, this paper provides insight into why their favorite artists make certain promotional choices 
and why these strategies are so effective, offering a deeper awareness of how anticipation, scarcity, and parasocial 
connections influence their own behaviors. For industry professionals, this paper provides a roadmap for aligning 
promotional strategies with the emotional experiences fans crave, and suggests how these strategies can be leveraged 
to better maximize cultural relevance and align promotional efforts with the emotional connection an artist has 
cultivated with their fan base. 
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5. Conclusion 
 

Looking forward, understanding these dynamics has the potential to refine the future of music marketing as a 
whole. As fan communities grow increasingly digital and global, the balance between authenticity and strategic 
manipulation will become even more critical. Promotional cycles that acknowledge and respect the emotional 
investment of fans—rather than exploit it—are likely to build longer-lasting brand loyalty and cultural relevance. 
Ultimately, the future of music promotion lies not in finding a single “perfect” formula, but in navigating the complex 
interplay between marketing strategy and the very human desire for belonging, identity, and connection. 
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