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Abstract
Artists have become decidedly more accustomed to partnering with 

product marketers. Typically, though, the relationships have involved tour 
sponsorships, endorsements, or the use of the artist’s music in commer-
cials. There are plenty of examples of using popular music in advertising. 
However, how often has there been advertising in popular music? Artists 
are in a sense “brands.” Many of them appear to promote or acquaint au-
diences with their lifestyles through the music they create. Popular songs 
can serve not only as a mechanism for the subtle marketing of commer-
cial consumer products, but also as a platform for marketing artists. Three 
types of branding devices are typically employed by songwriters: the men-
tion of specific product brands, geographical places including cities and 
states, and well-known people (e.g., celebrities, cultural icons, and politi-
cians). The aim of this study is to identify just how often these three types 
of lyrical references have occurred in popular songs through the years. 
How frequently have popular songs employed lyrics that may be serving 
the purpose of branding or advertising consumer products or the artists 
themselves, and are there observable trends regarding the practice over 
time?

Keywords: music industry, music marketing, branding, music lyrics, 
popular music, advertising, artist development, music promotion

Introduction
In 2012, Yankee Stadium was an appropriate venue for famed New 

York baseball legend Derek Jeter to speak to a group of beauty editors 
about the re-launch of his cologne line, Driven Black.1 During the event, 
Jeter admitted that in his younger days he had used a popular line of co-
logne in the 1990s called Cool Water.2 It’s certainly not unusual for some-
one hawking his or her own brand to admit once using another. It’s inter-
esting, though, that Jeter said the only reason he tried that particular scent 
was because rapper Snoop Dogg referenced it in one of his songs.3
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Cool Water wasn’t the only brand referenced in Snoop’s 1993 song 
“Lodi Dodi.”  Along with references to using Johnson’s baby powder and 
Oil of Olay, he also included shout-outs to fellow rapper Slick Rick and lo-
cales such as the San Fernando Valley and Long Beach.4  Along with those 
apparent endorsements of specific consumer brands and places, consider 
other lyrics in the song, including “for all my Doggs,” “my brand new 
Doggy underwear,” and “Doggy Doggy…your words just hypnotize me,” 
and one could argue that the hip-hop legend was also promoting another 
product: himself.5

Artists have become decidedly more accustomed to partnering with 
product marketers.6 Typically, though, the relationships have involved tour 
sponsorships, endorsements, or the use of the artist’s music in commer-
cials.7 There are plenty of examples of using popular music in advertising. 
However, how often has there been advertising in popular music?

Artists are in a sense “brands.” Many of them appear to promote 
or acquaint audiences with their lifestyles through the music they create. 
Through his lyrics, Snoop Dogg certainly informed listeners about his in-
spirations, what he liked, and the places he frequented. Popular songs can 
serve not only as a mechanism for the subtle marketing of commercial 
consumer products, but also as a platform for marketing artists.

Three types of branding devices seem to be exemplified in the lyrics 
of “Lodi Dodi”: the mention of specific brands (Cool Water, Oil of Olay, 
etc.), places (the San Fernando Valley and Long Beach), and people (Slick 
Rick and Snoop Dogg). The aim of this study is to identify just how of-
ten these three types of lyrical references have occurred in popular songs 
through the years. How frequently have popular songs employed lyrics 
that may be serving the purpose of branding or advertising consumer prod-
ucts or the artists themselves, and are there observable trends regarding the 
practice over time?

A Study of Words in Pop Song Lyrics
This particular research was one segment of an analysis of the words 

used in the lyrics of the most popular hit songs each year over the course of 
more than five decades. In this segment, the intent was to identify the fre-
quency of words that fell into the three specific categories: product brand 
names, specific locations, and names of artists or well-known persons. 
These three types of word usage were determined to be the most indicative 
of potential branding activity at work. Prior investigations have focused 
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strictly on consumer product mentions in hit songs. This subsequent re-
search is relevant in that it also involves two other analyses and quanti-
fies additional potential branding activity. These additional criteria may 
provide further knowledge as to how popular songs are transforming in 
terms of their lyrical content. An understanding of these changes and their 
implications would be helpful to practitioners, educators, and students of 
the craft as they navigate both the creative and entrepreneurial arenas of 
the music business.

Advertainment
Perhaps the most recognizable type of marketing through song lyr-

ics occurs when consumer product names are used. A new term has been 
used to label this type of activity. “Advertainment” has been defined as 
“the merge of entertainment programming with brand messaging, direct 
promotions, and public relations.”8 Patrizia Musso, an Italian professor of 
brand communication, first used the description in 1999.9 Utilizing prod-
uct placement in television shows or movies, where a specific product may 
be used as a prop or mentioned by name in the dialogue, is one example. 
The New York Times 2011 article “That’s Advertainment” referred to a 
music-related use of the practice. In the video for her song “Telephone,” 
pop artist Lady Gaga checked her messages on a Virgin Mobile phone in 
one scene and in another she made a sandwich. It was more than clear to 
the viewer that it was prepared with Miracle Whip dressing and Wonder 
bread.10 Later in the video she took a photo of duet partner Beyoncé. An 
ironic zoom-in toward the camera emphasized it was a Polaroid product.11 
Shortly after that a close-up shot focused once again on the word “Pola-
roid,” clearly for added impact.

Interspersed product close-ups in music videos are one form of ad-
vertainment, but the equivalent activity in the recording of the song itself, 
as inclusions in the title and/or lyrics, could be perceived differently. Prod-
uct placement in songs has also been described as “brand dropping,” and 
could potentially call into question artistic integrity and the motive of the 
song or artist.12

Mentions of popular brands in songs or their titles are not necessar-
ily a recent invention. In fact, one could go back over a century, to when 
“In My Merry Oldsmobile” and “Budweiser’s a Friend of Mine” were hit 
songs in 1905 and 1907, respectively, to find early examples of so-called 
“promotional songs.”13 More than a half-century later singer-songwriter 
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Paul Simon recorded the hit song “Kodachrome.”14 Though Eastman Ko-
dak Company might have appreciated the plug for its photographic film, it 
went so far as to require a registered trademark symbol to be included after 
the song’s title on the album, and a similar message had to be imprinted on 
the 45 rpm single.15 Ironically, the song could not be played in the United 
Kingdom, where songs aired on the radio at that time could not include 
brand names.16

Simon’s prominent use of a brand name wasn’t necessarily intended 
to advertise the product or gain sponsorship funding. In fact, he has said 
his original chorus used the words “going home,” but the word “Koda-
chrome” simply sounded better to him as he sang.17 That comfortable 
rhythmic fit could be the simple reason for many of the uses of brand 
names in song lyrics today. On the other hand, in the last few years at 
least, some artists or their handlers have indeed pursued opportunities to 
benefit financially from product mentions in songs.18 A leaked email from 
the Kluger Agency in 2008 revealed how a certain brand of jeans could, 
for the right price, “find its way into the lyrics of an upcoming Pussycat 
Dolls song.”19 To preserve credibility, many of these deals are kept un-
der wraps.20 When addressing the placements of brands into lyrics of rap 
songs, for example, William Chipps, senior editor with the IEG Sponsor-
ship Report, commented that “corporations want consumers to assume that 
rappers name-dropping hamburgers, cell phones, or cars wrote the brands 
into their lyrics because they love them, not because they were paid.”21

Name Checking
Another type of brand dropping in song lyrics doesn’t inherently in-

volve payments or endorsements. The practice of “name checking” (some-
times known as “name dropping” in everyday language) in order to portray 
a desired image can also be applicable when blending an artist’s or public 
figure’s name into song lyrics.22 To at least some degree, the practice has 
been around for a long time. In 1927, for example, songwriter Irving Ber-
lin included the line “trying hard to look like Gary Cooper” in the classic 
song “Puttin’ On the Ritz,” later recorded by Fred Astaire, Harry Richman, 
and others.23 There have also been instances of dropping one’s own name 
into a song, as Archie Bell and the Drells did at the beginning of their 
1968 number-one hit “Tighten Up.”24 In prior years, rock and roll pioneer 
Bo Diddley had several hits in which he went so far as to use his name in 
the actual titles of songs that were literally about him.25 Songs such as “Bo 
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Diddley,” “Bo Diddley Is a Lover,” and “Bo Diddley Is a Gunslinger” are 
a few examples.26

The mention of someone else’s name in a song can create an associa-
tion and identification for the listener. For the same reason that someone 
at a dinner party might subtly brag that he or she just so happens to be a 
friend of a particular celebrity, the inclusion of someone’s name in lyr-
ics might give the performer a higher degree of credibility or hipness, or 
at least create a desired image or theme. It could also be a way to call to 
mind a particular era, as was probably the case when Madonna mentioned 
Greta Garbo, Marlene Dietrich, Ginger Rogers, and others in her song 
“Vogue.”27 A songwriter might simply include names to pay homage, as 
Stevie Wonder did in “Sir Duke,” a nod to jazz legend Duke Ellington.28

The insertion of one’s own name into a song could involve anything 
from a simply practical purpose to sheer ego. When artists mention their 
name in a song, particularly at the beginning, they can in effect be accom-
plishing what many radio deejays stopped doing some time ago: front- or 
back-announcing the name of the artist performing the song.29 Basically, 
singers may simply be ensuring that listeners know who they are. On the 
other hand, it could be pure self-promotion, whether for marketing pur-
poses or self-indulgence.

Whatever the intent, the mention of a well-known person or icon can 
tell the listener more about the artist performing it, whether it is intended 
or not. Singing about, or referring to, oneself in a song, especially repeat-
edly, ensures name recall and awareness—a chief goal of advertising. In 
several ways, and at various levels, name inclusion can serve the purpose 
of branding the artist.30

Locations
Mentions of locations in lyrics might also be a mechanism to pro-

mote the image of an artist or a song. Specific cities, regions, and hot spots 
can call to mind certain attributes. A reference to spending a weekend in 
Las Vegas, Nevada, can suggest hipness and wealth much more than a 
reference to time spent in Toad Suck, Arkansas. The use of locations in 
song lyrics can serve the same purpose as the names of popular products 
and people in that they communicate an image of the performer as well. 
Identifying where an artist is from or where he or she spends time further 
informs the listener about the artist’s persona.

As with products and names, locations can be included in lyrics for 
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many reasons other than branding. Mentions of real places add color and 
texture to lyrical descriptions, for example. It can help the listener more 
easily associate with the song. Or the geographical reference might simply 
fit the point or theme of the track. Waylon Jennings immortalized the town 
of Luckenbach, Texas, with a hit song by the same name in 1977.31 The 
small town seemed to simply be a metaphor for an escape from the hustle 
and bustle of life.

Regardless of the purpose, the inclusion of specific places and loca-
tions in lyrics can provide more information about performers, or associ-
ate them with a certain lifestyle or demographic. In that sense it can at 
least, in some cases, be recognized as another form of branding at work. 

It is worth mentioning that there is an additional practical advantage, 
in terms of marketing, for dropping the names of cities—especially if pre-
sented in “call out” fashion, as rapper Tupac did in 1995’s “California 
Love.” Giving shout-outs to specific locales can influence radio or club 
airplay in those markets.32

Data Collection and Analysis
To identify the occurrences and trends in these three categories of 

lyric usage in pop music, the top thirty pop songs, according to Billboard 
magazine, for each of the years 1960 through 2013 were analyzed. For 
obvious reasons, songs classified as instrumentals were removed from the 
sample. They were not replaced with lower-ranking songs that did include 
lyrics. After removing the instrumentals, there were a total of 1,583 songs 
utilized for the study.

Lyrics for many popular songs, past and present, can be found online. 
However, most of the companies that host such material offer the lyrics 
purely to draw traffic to paid advertisements.33 The content is consistently 
fraught with errors and misspellings and there is little incentive to correct 
this.34 Therefore, every sample song had to be listened to personally and 
a great deal of manual correction was necessary to ensure the accuracy of 
the corpus of song lyrics built for the analysis.

More than 510,000 words were visually reviewed and identified as 
to whether they fit the criteria. There are software programs that will, in 
seconds, count the number and frequency of words in text. However, the 
problem with using such software in this case was the issue of context. 
For example, the word “fifty” would normally be accumulated with all 
other uses of the word as an identifier of quantity. The word “cent” would 
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likewise be included with all of the other uses of that word to identify a 
monetary value. However, both of those categorizations without reference 
to context would prevent the proper identification of instances in which 
the artist 50 Cent’s name was mentioned in a song.

Classification of Words
To identify lyrics pertinent to the research, certain criteria had to be 

applied in order to attribute words consistently and correctly into the three 
categories.

Regarding the use of locations, the specifications were quite simple. 
Most importantly, the place had to be used as a proper noun. For example, 
use of the word “south” in the context of a direction one travels was not 
counted, whereas when someone sang that he or she was from “South” 
Carolina the words were counted as a location reference. The place or 
region also had to exist geographically. “Heaven” was not, for example, 
considered a place for the purposes of this research.

The criteria for names were a bit more complicated. Much like lo-
cations, a person referred to must exist, or have existed, in order to be 
counted. “Susie” in the Everly Brothers’ hit “Wake Up Little Susie” is 
presumed to be a fictional character and thus not included. On the other 
hand, references to gangster legends Bonnie and Clyde were counted as 
name checks, because they did exist at one time. When the lead singer of 
the glam band The Sweet roll-called his band mates (“Ready Steve? … 
Andy? … Mick? … ”) at the beginning of the 1974 hit “Ballroom Blitz,” 
it was also categorized as such, since they could be reasonably verified as 
real people and as public figures since they were members of a popular 
band.35 Self-references, as was the case when artist Lil Jon shouted out his 
name at the beginning of pop star Usher’s 2004 hit “Yeah,” were consid-
ered name checks as well.36 On the other hand, mentions of well-known 
fictional figures and icons like Spider Man or Mr. Clean were counted as 
product brand names, rather than celebrity or public figure mentions.

Identification of product brand names in lyrics was a little more 
straightforward. References to iPods, Lehman Brothers, Geico, and other 
such monikers were placed in this category. Subtle hints at brands, how-
ever, were not. For example, in Chris Brown’s 2008 hit “Forever” he sings 
the words “double your pleasure, double your fun.”37 Some might recog-
nize that as a reference to a classic marketing slogan for Wrigley’s gum. 
But since the brand name was not specifically stated, the words were used 
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regularly in pop songs with other contexts, and most listeners would likely 
not recognize the connection, those words were not classified as brand 
mentions.

Sometimes judgment calls had to be made for certain nebulous uses 
in order to classify words and lyrics. Some decisions could certainly be 
questioned. Nonetheless, the rules and methodologies were applied con-
sistently throughout the project.

Findings
The analysis of more than half a million words from the top hits of 

1960 through 2013 did indeed provide insights as to the frequency of use 
of the three types of words in popular songs of the period. There was an 
observable trend in all three cases. Figure 1 shows the number of mentions 
of locations in the sample songs by year.

The use of location names was in many cases seemingly innocuous. 
In 1961, when the vocal group The Dovells sang about the Bristol Stomp, 
a dance that was popular at that time in Bristol, Pennsylvania, the song-
writers’ intent was simply to write about a dance craze that happened to 
become popular in a town outside of Philadelphia.38 There was no apparent 
connection between the group and the city.39 When Madonna and her co-
writers referred to Paris in “Justify My Love,” they were probably using 
that city in order to add to the sensuousness and romanticism of the song.40

However, there still exists a clear increase in the number of mentions 
of places and locations in hit songs over the period reviewed, especially 

Figure 1.  Number of words in the top thirty songs of each year 
that reference locations/places (total words by year).



MEIEA Journal 47

from the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s. Such mentions were found to be 
relatively infrequent in the 1960s and 70s. In most cases during that period 
the total instances were heavily concentrated in only a couple of songs. 
For example, in 1963’s “Surfin’ U.S.A.,” the Beach Boys named various 
surf spots in Southern California.41 There were enough to constitute more 
than half of the location mentions for that year’s sample. Curiously, in 
the 1980s—particularly the latter portion—it became far less common 
to mention proper locations in lyrics. But in the 1990s the practice re-
emerged with a much greater frequency than ever before. In the 2000s, 
the use of place names increased even more, with usage peaking in 2006. 
Over the years, there were 976 total location mentions. That peak year of 
2006, with 86 references, represents almost nine percent of all the inclu-
sions. After a precipitous drop in 2008 to hardly any use, there were 12 
in 2009 and 64 (the third highest amount of any year) in 2010, before the 
frequency declined.

Figure 2 is a summary by year of occurrences of names (first and/or 
last, or nicknames) of recognizable and real (living or dead) individuals in 
the top-thirty songs of each year.

The increase in the frequency of usage of people’s names in the sam-
ple songs over time is clearly evident. While barely used until the early 
1980s, the practice markedly increased in the early 90s and continued an 
up-and-down trend, all the while increasing to levels not seen in the prior 
decades. Observations peaked in 2004 with 130 words making such refer-
ence, as compared to 39 in 1994, 1 in 1984, 4 in 1974, and 1 in 1964.

Figure 2.  Number of words in the top thirty songs of each year 
that reference specific people (total by year).
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The totals and trending patterns for the occurrence of product men-
tions in pop lyrics are somewhat similar to the findings for mentions of 
people. References to products have clearly increased significantly over 
the past fifteen to twenty years, peaking in 2004. There were 1,544 total 
brand-referencing words in the sample lyrics. More than half of them oc-
curred from 2000 to 2010. The figures for each year are represented in 
Figure 3.

Automobiles were far and away the most referenced product clas-
sification. Mercedes-Benz, Bentley, Corvette, Cadillac, and Chevrolet 
were among the most mentioned brands. These findings were fairly con-
sistent with research published in 2008 in which brand names were count-
ed among a database of U.S. hit songs drawn from an entirely different 
source.42

There has been a general increase in the frequency of references to 
specific and well-known places, people, and products in the lyrics of pop 
songs since 1960. Figure 4 displays the trend when the total instances of 
all three classifications are combined for each year. Viewed in such a man-
ner, the general trend is apparent.

Though there has been a general increase in the quantity of uses of 
these types of words in the top pop songs over the last several decades, 
it should be noted that there has also been, in general, an increase in the 
total number of words used in those same songs. This study found that, for 
example, the average number of words in a top hit in 1960 was 185. That’s 

Figure 3.  Number of words in the top thirty songs of each year 
that reference product brands (total by year).
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fewer than half the average number of words in the top hits of fifty years 
later, 2010, when the average number of words was 489, a 164% increase.

There is no direct correlation to the duration of the songs, though 
songs from more recent years are typically longer than hits from earlier 
decades. For example, using those aforementioned years as comparisons, 
data gathered in this study found that the hits of 1960 were an average of 2 
minutes, 36 seconds in length, whereas in 2010 they averaged 3 minutes, 
53 seconds—a 49% increase. Findings indicate that the number of words 
used in pop songs has grown at a faster rate than the duration of songs. 
That observation will be further explored in a separate analysis. With it 
in mind, though, Figure 5 graphically represents the use of the three types 
of words through the years as a percentage of the total words in all of the 
songs each year. Though the peak in 2010 (where 1.8% of all words used 
represent potential branding) may seem insignificant, in relative terms it is 
more than double the use of these words twenty-five years earlier, in 1985.

Finally, the presence of these words in pop songs can also be present-
ed in terms of the actual number of songs out of the sample populations 
that contain at least one instance (Figure 6). In 2006, for example, twenty 
out of the top thirty, or two out of every three, of the top songs included at 
least one reference to a person, place, or product.

Figure 4.  Number of words in the top thirty songs of each year 
that reference well-known people, places, or products (total by 
year).
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Viewed even from these alternative perspectives, a general trend of 
increasing occurrences of lyrics used as potential branding messages in 
pop songs remains apparent. However, there are certainly fluctuations, 
both up and down, from year to year.

Figure 5.  Percentage of total words in the top thirty songs of 
each year that reference well-known people, places, or prod-
ucts (percent by year).

Figure 6.  Number of songs out of the top thirty songs of each 
year that have at least one reference to personal, location, or 
product brands.
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Possible Causes and Implications
What might explain the trends in each of the three categories of word 

usage in pop song lyrics? What are the implications? Short of surveying 
the top songwriters and performers who have taken such liberties, there 
are at least a few points to consider.

For one, in today’s music business, artists and their stakeholders 
have had to take non-traditional approaches in navigating the market-
place.43 It has become increasingly important to emphasize marketing the 
artist as a brand rather than focusing so much on the sale of recordings.44 
A recent case study focused on CeeLo Green. His record sales have been 
relatively low for an artist of his profile, yet he had revenues of over $20 
million in 2011, with the “smallest slice of the pie” coming from actual 
music sales.45 The report further explains that “Green and his publisher/
management team…have realized that the modern music world has huge 
opportunities in changing the marketing equation, rather than focusing just 
on music sales.” It adds that, “The company has focused on building up 
Green as a brand in and of himself, which has opened up all sorts of op-
portunities…”46 Perhaps this new direction in the industry has influenced 
the use of music (particularly pop songs) to be more of a branding plat-
form that includes—along with all of the other elements of a hit song—
more information about the artist as well. Artist and music business mogul 
Jay-Z has been specifically pointed out as someone who uses mentions of 
brand names “as a way of marking his authenticity as a self-made busi-
nessman.”47

Another possible factor is the increased competition for the attention 
of consumers. With the click of a computer mouse or the button of a mo-
bile device, music fans can easily skip past music that’s not maintaining 
their interest. Mentions of products, people, or places to whom they can 
relate might increase the chances they’ll keep listening. This consideration 
may be motivating songwriters and artists to adopt the practice of incorpo-
rating branding into lyrics.

The trend of popular artists including more references to themselves, 
where they’re from, or where they travel, and the practice of name-drop-
ping, might be somewhat explained by psychological shifts in our society 
as well. The aim of one previous study of popular music from 1980 to 
2007 was “to determine whether lyrics changed over time in a manner 
that mirrored documented psychological changes across the same time pe-
riod.”48 In their research paper, “Tuning in to Psychological Change: Lin-
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guistic Markers of Psychological Traits and Emotions Over Time in Popu-
lar U.S. Song Lyrics,” C. Nathan Dewall, Richard S. Pond, Jr., W. Keith 
Campbell, and Jean M. Twenge found a direct correlation between indexes 
that identified an increase in narcissism in U.S. culture and self-focused 
pronoun use in song lyrics during that same period.49 The increased self-
focus in our society has apparently been reflected in the lyrics of our pop 
music. Indeed, the lyrics utilized for the study presented here were pro-
cessed through the same Linguistic Inquiry Word Count program utilized 
in that study and an increased use of self-referencing words, particularly 
since 2001, was observed.

Beyond societal influence, another factor mentioned earlier may help 
explain an increase in the tendency of artists to drop names, particularly 
their own, into pop songs. The need for artists to make it absolutely clear 
to a radio audience who is performing the song (for the purpose of brand-
ing and to influence record sales) could be affecting the practice. Perhaps 
the perceived need by artists to make such communications themselves, 
instead of depending on radio personalities, explains at least part of the 
increase. Separate research to identify the point in time at which U.S. radio 
deejays in general ceased mentioning the names of artists before or after 
the airing of songs would be helpful in determining the extent to which 
this might be a factor.

In regard to consumer brands in song lyrics or titles, one reason the 
activity may have increased might be observed success in increases in 
sales or awareness for products mentioned in pop songs. According to re-
ports, after Busta Rhymes had a hit single with “Pass the Courvoisier” 
in 2002, sales increased ten to twenty percent that year, and Run DMC’s 
top-five hit “My Adidas” had a similar effect on sales for that shoe compa-
ny.50 Sister Sledge’s 1979 disco smash “He’s the Greatest Dancer” brand-
dropped Halston, Gucci, and Fiorucci, and awareness of those brands 
“skyrocketed.”51 Notable successes such as these, and likely many others, 
could certainly have motivated product marketers to seek more partner-
ships with artists.

Artists might be attracted to such partnerships and be increasingly 
willing to include such placements in their songs. This could be affect-
ing the increase to some degree. Since the details and the extent of those 
deals are quite difficult to learn, as mentioned earlier, just how much of 
a factor they are playing is difficult to determine. Some of the partner-
ships have indeed been made public, or they’re at least quite obvious. The 
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aforementioned subtle reference to Wrigley’s gum by Chris Brown in his 
song “Forever” was in fact taken from an actual commercial he did for the 
Doublemint product line.52 In his 2004 hit “Freek-a-Leek,” Petey Pablo 
sang, “Now I got to give a shout out to Seagram’s gin, ’cause I’m drinkin’ 
it and they’re paying for it.”53 In general, though, the details or existence 
of such transactions would likely not be made public. Whereas some ad-
vertising media (magazines, for example) are required to identify any text 
that is paid advertising, songs are not required to do so.54

Perhaps pop songs are simply a reflection of the culture and the times 
in which they are created, and the transformations observed are indica-
tive of the trend in recent years of increased emphasis on brand identity. 
Lucian James, founder of brand consultancy Agenda, Inc., stated in 2006 
that, “Contemporary culture defines itself through the brands that we as-
sociate with.”55 Robert Passikoff, president of Brand Keys, a brand and 
customer loyalty consulting company, said that same year, “It’s the way 
the world is moving, to an ultra-capitalist marketing environment,” in re-
gard to the trend of mentioning brands in music.56

One might attribute increases in the frequency of name checking 
brands, people, or locations to an increased presence and influence of hip-
hop among the most popular hits. In this research there were more in-
stances found among songs from that genre than any other. A study of col-
lege student consumers’ attitudes toward brand placement in songs found 
that respondents identified this genre as particularly appropriate for brand 
placement.57 Jonah Disend, president of consulting firm Redscout, once 
referred to a focus group he led in which the participants were asked how 
to make a brand popular. Their response was overwhelming: “Put its name 
in a rap song.”58

Additional research for this study, though, found that the use of brand 
names in lyrics is not entirely a rap/hip-hop phenomenon. Brand Chan-
nel is a website that annually features the Brandcameo Product Placement 
Awards. In 2011 an award for the song that best incorporated a brand went 
to rock/pop chanteuse Lana Del Ray, whose “Diet Mtn Dew” song in-
cluded the verse “Diet Mountain Dew baby New York City, never ever 
was there a girl so pretty.”59 A review of the lyrics of the Billboard Top 
30 country songs of 2002 versus 2011 found that in the former year there 
were five songs containing any references that fit the criteria of this study. 
By 2011 there were twelve, with six out of the top ten containing mentions.

What is the future of the practice of including mentions of brands, 
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people, and places in popular songs? This research has identified a grow-
ing acceptance of music as a branding platform. Many other forms of en-
tertainment have also seemed to find it more acceptable. Jonah Disend, the 
aforementioned president of Redscout, stated that, “People understand the 
machine, and even when they know they shouldn’t buy into it, they do.”60

There are certain risks involved with dropping name brands and oth-
er mentions into pop songs. The most obvious is perhaps the possibility 
of the artist being labeled a “sell out.”61 But there is at least one additional 
consideration for the long term, particularly where opportunities for li-
censing music in film and television are concerned. Though it is not so 
much the case with places or locations, mentions of people and products 
in a song can tend to date or time-stamp a song, especially if what or who 
is mentioned loses relevance or gains a negative connotation in the fol-
lowing years.62 On the other hand, music from a particular period might 
just be what’s desired. According to Justin Kalifowitz, Senior Director 
of Spirit Music Publishing, “Period music is often requested, which may 
make these songs more appealing.”63 He also mentioned a case in which 
a song was sonically perfect for a film, but it referenced some bands from 
the 80s, which “killed the use.”64 There might be other valid reasons to be 
careful regarding the use of songs as branding platforms.

Conclusion
An empirical analysis of more than five decades of popular song lyr-

ics found that there has been a general increase, with fluctuations from 
year to year, in the use of words relating to specific people, places, and 
products. There are a number of possible explanations for the trends ob-
served. Songwriters over the past few years might simply have preferred 
to use more specific language when crafting a potential hit, choosing to 
use “I hopped in my Mercedes” rather than “I hopped in my car,” for ex-
ample. The practice might be purely a reflection of the times in which the 
songs are written, or a trend among artists and songwriters who observe 
their contemporaries doing the same thing.

“Brand dropping,” mentioning famous people, or referring to popu-
lar locations might simply be a very effective way to build or increase 
consumer appeal. However, the mentions, specifically in regard to con-
sumer brands, could be the result of a monetary deal. Employing “adver-
tainment” in song lyrics can be lucrative.65 Is that a bad thing?  Should real 
estate in the lyrics of pop songs be for sale to a sponsor? That question 
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is a matter of larger debate beyond the intent of this study. Many artists 
already align themselves with brands through tour sponsorships, product 
endorsements, and other associations.66 Doing so with the creation of their 
musical works, especially in volatile economic times, might be viewed by 
some as necessary.

The findings presented here are relevant in that they inform us as to 
the prevalence of these uses and how they relate to the state of popular mu-
sic. Today’s songwriters, musicians, their stakeholders, and educators can 
utilize this information as they help shape the business of popular music.

Words like “Snoop Dogg,” “Long Beach,” and “Cool Water” might 
have greater impact on a listener than “a rapper,” “a nice place I visited,” 
and “my favorite cologne.” They obviously did in Derek Jeter’s case. This 
study found that the use of more specific, branding-related words has in-
creased, but it still constitutes well less than two percent of all the verbiage 
utilized in any portion of five decades of pop music. Moreover, it was also 
observed that there are an abundance of pop songs that don’t include such 
words.

In fact, even the most prolific users of advertainment in other types 
of music performance (music videos, live concerts, etc.) might have their 
limits when it comes to brand involvement in their recorded songs. Lady 
Gaga, whose music video was used earlier as an example of blatant prod-
uct placement, also had her last tour sponsored by Virgin Mobile. She 
would even call someone in the audience during the concerts and mention 
the brand as a sort of commercial between songs while the company’s logo 
adorned the video screen. Advertainment seemed to be a non-issue for 
her. So it is both telling and perhaps ironic that among all of her hit songs 
analyzed for this study she only mentions one brand (herself) and does not 
include references to any commercial products.

Whether intended for profit, self-branding, or simply to enhance or 
improve the song, uses of the names of specific and well-known people, 
places, and products in lyrics will always be the decision of songwriters 
and performers. Ultimately, listeners will decide whether or not it’s a good 
idea. The marketplace, as usual, will determine whether, and to what ex-
tent, the practice will continue.
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