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Abstract
The following study explored the communication of popular music lyrics and composition to general society. A thematic analysis was conducted that examined 26 examples of popular music determined by the Billboard Top 100 list from the past two years. Previous studies found that common themes in popular music lyrics included love, frustration, and body objectification. Also, previous studies noted that musicality, how the music sounds, is equally important when discerning the meaning of a song. This study found that the most prevalent theme within the songs analyzed was “money, fame, and success.” Along with this new theme came subthemes of “drugs and alcohol” and “violence.” Furthermore, these subthemes were found to be the cause of “money, fame, and success,” as they build up credibility and legitimacy. Other themes, such as loving relationships, sexual relationships, and body objectification were also prevalent and supported previous studies. Finally, it was discovered that the combination of musicality and lyrical content can sometimes be contradictory.  


Music as Communication: Popular Music Lyrics and Musicality as Communication
Popular music is a staple of American society. Music is a fundamental aspect of American culture and is nearly impossible to avoid on a daily basis. Whether through the radio, a CD, a streaming service, the TV, or just walking down the street, music is always around us. A study by Nielsen discovered that 75% of Americans deliberately choose to listen to music every day, which is higher than those who choose to watch TV at 73% (“Everyone Listens,” 2015). Not only is it true that many Americans put music listening before other media interaction, but the frequency and amount of time that is spent listening is quite high. In a study by Edison, Americans were found to average an amount of four hours and five minutes of music listening per day (“New Data from,” 2014). Since music is so prevalent in our everyday lives, it is important to consider what it may communicate to us. 
The purpose of this study is to investigate the types of communicated messages that recent popular music lyrics and musicality relay to general society. In order to properly support this study, a literature review will compile numerous works of research across multiple fields of study in order to have a more concrete understanding of music as a communication phenomenon. In my search for scholarship I discovered there has been somewhat limited research on this topic in general, especially as seen through the frame of communication studies. Furthermore, many of the existing studies focus on very specific aspects of popular music, but lack a broader application on how popular music can communicate to society on a larger scale (Cooper, 1985; Flynn et al., 2016; Henard & Rossetti, 2014). The lack of scholarship on this topic leaves the door open for the current study. The following literature review will consist of a broad range of research on the topic of popular music and communication to establish a foundation for my research. 
Since music at its core is a form of communication (Chesebro, Foulger, Naghman, & Yannelli, 1985; Cross, 2012; Gozzi, 2005; Henard & Rossetti, 2014; Sellnow, 1991; Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001), it is very important to study how and what it communicates. Due to the wide reach of popular music in America, the types of themes and messages can communicate frequently and easily to society. If there are common themes and messages that reoccur in popular music, it is worth studying them as they give insight into the society we live in. Furthermore, music is one of the largest forms of communicative media and deserves further study. Following the introduction, this essay will shift into the literature review followed by three research questions. The literature review will take place in two broad sections along with several more specific subsections. The broad sections are popular music themes and how music communicates. After the literature review, there is a brief method section including text selection and procedure followed by the results and discussion sections that include limitations and future research. 
Review of Literature
	In order to understand how popular music acts as communication, it is vital to define what popular music is. Having a fixed definition of an otherwise ambiguous term makes this study possible, otherwise there would be no parameters to what is and is not considered popular music. Once popular music is defined, common lyrical themes can be analyzed. These themes are based on previous studies of the most popular music in America from about a 50-year span (Chesebro et al., 1985; Henard & Rossetti, 2014). The themes also include cultural considerations (Biasutti, 2015; Cross, 2012; Sprikut, 2015) and a specific section on body objectification (Cooper, 1985; Flynn, Craig, Anderson, & Holody, 2016; Van Oosten, Peter, & Valkenburg, 2015). In order to frame music as a communication phenomenon, the different ways in which music communicates must be observed as well (Gozzi, 2005; Margulis, 2013; Mas, Collell, & Xifra, 2017). Furthermore, this paper focuses specifically on how music communicates through musicality (Irvine & Kirkpatrick, 1972; Rasmussen, 1994; Sellnow, 1991; Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001), how music communicates emotion (Eerola, 2012; Henard & Rossetti, 2014; Webster & Weir, 2005), and how lyrical themes are enhanced by music video (Gow, 1992; Flynn et al., 2016; Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001; Van Oosten et al., 2015). 
	The term popular music is ambiguous and has different definitions based on the context in which it is used. For the purposes of this essay, a definition from Morris (2013) will be used. Popular music will be referred to as, “an ideological staple of the culturally mediated authoritarian monopoly capitalism of the 20th century. It is the analysis of popular songs’ form, structure, and modes of production and consumption that best displays their ideological function” (p. 115). This definition states that popular music is recent to the last decade, it reflects the ideologies of the time, and is created in part with an industry to gain capital. Furthermore, the form and structure of popular music is supposed to be standard in terms of musical structure in order to “recognized without effort” (p. 115). It is argued by some that popular music is mass-produced with this form and structure in order to be commercially effective, because society is fixated on the same familiar sound (Henard & Rossetti, 2014; Morris, 2013). Therefore, some of the genres that constitute popular music in this study are pop, rap, hip-hop, R&B, rock, and country. Not only is the musical structure very similar amongst much of popular music, but so too are common themes in lyrical content. 
Popular Music Themes
Two main studies have previously conducted research on common lyrical themes within popular music (Chesebro et al., 1985; Henard & Rossetti, 2014). Chesebro et al. (1985), one of the few communication-based studies, sought to discover how human relationships are portrayed in popular music and how that portrayal changed over a 28-year period between 1955-1982. Through the study, the researchers assigned each decade with a theme and also came up with intersecting eras within each decade. These themes and eras revolved around topics such as romance, exploration, idealism, irony, and frustration, to name a few (Chesebro et al., 1985). These themes were based on the most common lyrical content of popular music in each year and although the themes changed frequently within each decade, the underlying human connections stayed the same (Chesebro et al., 1985). Because of this, the authors stated that it was difficult to see any overarching thematic change over the time span. The authors theorized that since most people in society share common human experiences at some point in their lives such as the themes listed earlier, popular music lyrics tend to reflect these human experiences (Chesebro et al., 1985). This study serves as a great foothold when researching popular music, but is in need of updating in order to keep its validity.
Henard and Rossetti (2014) also sought to identify common lyrical themes in popular music, but for the purpose of advertising research. This study found that twelve communication themes were repeatedly used over the span of nearly 50 years (Henard & Rossetti, 2014). These themes included romance, loss, desire, desperation, confusion, nostalgia, pain, and rebellion amongst others (Henard & Rossetti, 2014). The authors discovered that the majority of the themes were emotionally based instead of rationally based, and that once again, the themes were consistent throughout older and newer songs (Henard & Rossetti, 2014). Just like the Chesebro et al. study (2013), the reason that these themes do not alter much over time is because the majority of the emotional based messages are quintessential human experiences that most people will encounter in one way or another. Those who work in the music industry are aware of this trend and artists purposefully write generic lyrics because of it (Henard & Rossetti, 2014). Henard and Rossetti’s (2014) study of popular music lyrics that is much more recent than Chesebro et al. (1985), but lacks understanding within a communication perspective. When writing lyrical content for popular music, artists exhibit the discourse of “the illusion of life,” meaning that they consider a specific event based on their own experiences and viewpoints (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001). Although the lyrics are based on their specific life experiences, this does not really matter because many of these perspectives are broad enough to be shared with society as a whole (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001). That being said, differences exist between human experience and experience based on cultural context. 
	Cultural context. I will only be researching music that is considered popular in the United States of America. This does not mean that the same music cannot be popular in other countries as well, but rather that its popularity is focused on the U.S. That being said, it is very important to keep in mind that some cultures have radically different uses and concepts of music. Across the board, most research supports the notion that popular music reflects the rhetoric of the current cultural era (Chesebro et al., 1985; Cooper, 1985; Cross, 2012; Gozzi, 2005; Henard & Rossetti, 2014; Sellnow, 1991; Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001; Sprikut, 2015). It is in this sense that music is communication within the context of a culture, but that the same communication might sound different or unfamiliar to other cultures (Cross, 2012). Furthermore, Gozzi (2005) states that, “every communication act relies on larger cultural patterns, which must be shared for coherent communication to take place” (p. 208). This all points to the same argument; popular music lyrics often relate with a broad audience because we are the ones who live in the current state of society. Music that has shared meaning with the masses is music that will continue to be produced simply because it is music that will continue to be consumed (Gozzi, 2005). Although the lyrical themes in popular music are similar with general societal norms, they still come from somewhere. Musicians have an equal part to play in sending the message through lyrical content as the audience does in receiving it. 
	Musicians as communicators. The communication process includes a sender and a receiver. Most communication is interactive, but in the case of recorded music, communication goes one way. Nevertheless, musicians actively communicate with general society by writing lyrics to accompany music or conversely by writing music to accompany a certain message in the lyrics. In the case of popular music, musicians must rely on a “shared body of knowledge and expectations” (Gozzi, 2005, p. 208) in order for their content to be as inclusive to the audience as possible. What we must also keep in mind is that the identity of a musician is its own subculture, just like any other occupation (Biasutti, 2015). Therefore, when musicians collaborate to create music, each musician carries their own identities and past experiences, which in turn affect the final musical result (Biasutti, 2015). 
The situation of collaborating musicians is similar to the context of music teaching, where instructors not only teach students how to perform music, but in turn teach them their own personal perspectives on a cultural and societal level (Sprikut, 2015). Furthermore, the diverse background of one instructor verses a different instructor will affect the ways in which the student is taught music, in a cultural sense. Finally, the analogy goes, “if ‘style’ is about how teachers teach, then ‘culture’ is about why they teach in a certain way” (Sprikut, 2015, p. 32). This reflects not only the way that the students learn, but how they will go on to influence other musicians as well as general society with the ways that they communicate through music making. 
	Body objectification. Although the most common lyrical themes in popular music revolve around human relationships with emotions such as romance, those relationships also encompass a high percentage of body objectification (Flynn et al., 2016). Flynn et al. (2016) looked at popular music between the years of 2009-2013 and discovered that body objectification of both genders was prevalent in all genres. The statistics are shocking, that “of the 600 total songs in between 2009 and 2013, 356 (59.3%) contained at least one form of objectification (body, gaze, or attractiveness)” (Flynn et al., 2016, p. 169). 
That being said, the majority of body objectification is targeted at women (Flynn et al., 2016). Studies such as this and Cooper’s (1985) show the darker side of popular music lyrics. Cooper (1985) argued that popular music lyrics alone strongly affect the ways that men and women think about women as objects. Cooper (1985) explained that since popular song lyrics are repetitive, that they reinforce clichés and stereotypes, that they may stir physiological sensation, and that they facilitate memory. Therefore, harmful lyrics can directly affect the ways in which society looks at women as objects (Cooper, 1985). Furthermore, based on the fact that these harmful messages are communicated through catchy melodies and strong beats, they may have a stronger influence over other types of communication medium such as television, radio, or speech (Cooper, 1985). 
One explanation for this strong influence comes from Irvine and Kirkpatrick (1972) who state, “when listening to a message couched in music, one is less prepared to argue in opposition to the projected message. Listeners do not ordinarily anticipate persuasion and, as a result, they are ready recipients of the rhetorical statement without being aware of its complete implications” (p. 273). Similar to the Chesebro et al. (2013) article, the Cooper (1985) study offers insight on popular music lyrical tendencies from the past. This helps when relating those past tendencies with information from a more recent study, Flynn et al. (2016). However, neither study looks at these issues through a communication studies perspective, leaving the door open for my study.
How Music Communicates
	Music is a form of communication (Chesebro et al., 1985; Cross, 2012; Gozzi, 2005; Henard & Rossetti, 2014; Sellnow, 1991; Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001). That being said, music can communicate in many ways. Music can be accompanied by music video (Gow, 1992; Van Oosten et al., 2015), music can communicate emotion (Chesebro et al., 1985; Cooper, 1985; Eerola, 2012; Gozzi, 2005; Henard & Rossetti, 2014; Margulis, 2013; Mas et al., Morris, 2013; 2017; Sellnow, 1991; Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001; Sprikut, 2015; Webster & Weir, 2005), and music can communicate through music composition or musicality (Irvine & Kirkpatrick, 1972; Rasmussen, 1994; Sellnow, 2001; Sellnow & Sellnow, 1991). The purpose of lyrical content in music is to send a message from the artist to the audience. As discussed, the themes of these messages can vary (Chesebro et al., 1985; Henard & Rossetti, 2014), but so too does the music that surrounds them. Not only does lyrical content communicate, but the music itself communicates as well. The composition of the music itself, or musicality, is often written specifically to pair with lyrical content (Irvine & Kirkpatrick, 1972; Rasmussen, 1994; Sellnow, 2001; Sellnow & Sellnow, 1991). 
Musicality. When writing a song, a musician must consider the many terms and methods that constitute music composition. The most fundamental elements are key, meter, rhythm, melody, harmony, and dynamics (Pagliaro, 2016). In order to understand how musicality communicates, one must understand fundamental music elements. Key refers to the tonal center of each piece of music, which constitutes the relationship of notes to one another (Pagliaro, 2016). For the purposes of this study, keys will be described as major or minor, while keeping in mind that these are blanket terms. Rasmussen (1994) states, “the most familiar tonalities are the bright sound of the major scale and the more somber minor [key]” (p. 154). Furthermore, major keys are often associated with happiness, while minor keys are often associated with sadness (Pagliaro, 2016). Meter refers to the amount of beats per measure, or building block of a song (Pagliaro, 2016). Multiple measures consisting of notes (melody and harmony) and beats (rhythm) are played sequentially to constitute a complete song. 4/4 meter is very common in popular music, meaning that every measure gets four equal counts. A repeated pattern of sounds that takes place within the meter is known as rhythm (Pagliaro, 2016). Melody is commonly known as a tune, or a reoccurring succession of pitches (Pagliaro, 2016). In popular music, the melody is often performed by a singer, but can also be performed by a variety of instruments. Harmony is two or more pitches that are played to support the melody within the major or minor key (Pagliaro, 2016). Finally, dynamics are the relative loudness or quietness throughout the performance (Pagliaro, 2016). All of these musical elements are the backbone to understanding how music communicates because any variation of these elements constitutes a different feel or ambiance to the piece of music. 
When looking only at the musicality of a piece of music and leaving out the lyrics, musical elements can communicate many different messages. These messages are not as precise in meaning as lyrical messages, but are just as fundamental in importance (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001). Some very important messages such as happiness, sadness, concern, fright, severity, and confusion can all be communicated by musicality alone. As stated before, depending on the key, major or minor, music can sound happy or sad to our ears (Irvine & Kirkpatrick, 1972; Rasmussen, 1994). Irvine and Kirkpatrick (1972) state that chord structure and progression can also affect our mood, ranging from calmness to excitement. This relates with tempo and rhythm, because if the tempo is faster, the rhythm may become more sporadic, which can communicate confusion, panic, or intensity (Irvine & Kirkpatrick, 1972). Personal preference of tempo in music explains why we listen to upbeat music when exercising and slower music when we want to relax (Sellnow, 1991). Specific musical instruments can also express different moods, emotions, and can appeal to individuals in differing ways (Irvine & Kirkpatrick, 1972). Irvine and Kirkpatrick (1972) state that musicality can even affect the body on a physiological state; “certain melodic structures affect the heart, skeletal muscles, and the motor nerves” (p. 275). These are but a few ways in which musicality can communicate to the audience, and it is easy to see that consciously realizing this communication without a systematic approach can be problematic. Rasmussen (1994) analyzed Bernstein’s Kaddish Symphony by studying differences in modality (key), motives (melody and harmony), rhythm (meter), and dynamics throughout the piece. Through this analysis, Rasmussen (1994) also states what effects the resulting musical elements have in terms of emotional perception. For example, major key and melody with smooth, extended rhythm results in a gentle, comforting lullaby (Rasmussen, 1994). Based on Rasmussen’s (1994) research, it is vital to dissect all aspects of musicality in a piece of music at once to determine the meaning of their message, since they are all occurring at one time in the first place. That being said, the musicality of a piece of music is only half of the true meaning; the other half is lyrical content. 
Musicality is a focus of this research project, but it’s essential to realize that lyrical content is just as important of an aspect in popular music communication (Irvine & Kirkpatrick, 1972; Rasmussen, 1994; Sellnow, 1991; Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001). Sellnow’s dissertation (1991) argued that music should be analyzed in terms of both musicality and lyrical content at the same time instead of as two separate entities. Furthermore, some listeners and researchers stretch that musical sound is more important than lyrical content, but fail to see that, “when a personally relevant lyric is transmitted in music it becomes the focal point” (Sellnow, 1991, p. 15). It is in this sense that the music enhances the message of the lyrics, especially if the listener can relate on a deeper understanding. Therefore, both musicality and lyrical content must be addressed in the same frame in order to fully understand the meaning of the message (Sellnow, 1991). Similar to Sellnow’s dissertation (1991) was a study by Sellnow and Sellnow (2001) that carried along the concept that lyrics and musicality belong together. A good example from this study was the concept of switching lyrics between two types of music. The words ‘go to sleep’ compliment the melody of a lullaby, but would sound odd or even misplaced in a heavy metal song (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001). This relates to the concept that “music sounds the way feelings feel” (Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001, p. 397), inferring that music is emotional at nature and also that specific music employs specific emotions. This ties in perfectly with the fact that emotions are some of the most frequently communicated messages in music.
Music as communicating emotions. There is common ground amongst essentially all research on music as communication that states that music can consistently communicate many different emotions (Chesebro et al., 1985; Cooper, 1985; Eerola, 2012; Gozzi, 2005; Henard & Rossetti, 2014; Irvine & Kirkpatrick, 1972; Margulis, 2013; Mas et al., Morris, 2013; 2017; Rasmussen, 1994; Sellnow, 1991; Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001; Sprikut, 2015; Webster & Weir, 2005). Eerola (2012) states that due to “music’s power to arouse emotional experiences,” it keeps music as communicating emotion one of the most frequently studied topics in academic music. One study by Margulis (2013) focuses on repetition in music and how it communicates emotion in relation to speech. The author argues, “repetition occurs much more frequently in music than in speech” (Margulis, 2013). If repetition does occur in speech, it is used to encourage the listener to think critically about the text in an attempt to better understand the meaning” (Margulis, 2013, p. 1). Paradoxically, semantic satiation takes place when repetition becomes monotonous and meaning of the text gets glossed over (Margulis, 2013). Semantic satiation is more common in music than in speech (Margulis, 2013). As we can see, repetition when utilized in a speech is used strategically to reinforce or encourage deeper understanding of a text, but when used in music, the audience may have the tendency to ignore any further meaning. Similarly in the case of lyrical patterns, Irvine and Kirkpatrick (1972) state, “repeated patterns in the melodic structure can tend to produce an almost instant light hypnosis” (p. 276). Therefore, combining repetition in both the lyrical and melodic structure can have varied psychological effects on the listener, depending on duration and intensity (Margulis, 2013).
Passive listening takes place when the listener subconsciously takes in lyrical content and thereby computes it as emotional content (Margulis, 2013). This concept flows into a study ran by Mas et al. (2017), which stated that music is arguably the “language of human emotions” and can be used as such for branding and marketing purposes (p. 585). This study examined the use of music branding in the 2016 Presidential Election in the United States. Music branding is something that we hear everyday. Whether it is the jingle for a company’s slogan or a song that makes you think of a specific movie or TV show, using music as classical conditioning is a common concept. In campaign rallies around the country, each candidate would play specific music in order to communicate certain emotions to the audience, whether they realized it or not (Mas et al., 2017). This music was supposed to stir up emotions in the crowd that reinforced the perception that the candidate possessed the, “attributes and values of American society” (Mas et al., 2017, p. 586). 
This subconscious conditioning of the crowd using music can be explained by Webster and Weir’s study (2005). Webster and Weir (2005) studied the ways in which music could communicate emotion by looking at what specific musical elements probed specific emotions. The researchers discovered that “music in major keys was rated happier than music in minor keys… simple melodies were rated happier than more complex harmonized music… and as the tempo of music increased, ratings of happiness also increased” (Webster & Weir, 2005, p. 35). They theorized that although the music used in the study had no lyrical content, that music with lyrical content would “boost” this emotional communication (Webster & Weir, 2005). This is confirmed by what we already know based on separate studies conducted by Irvine and Kirkpatrick (1972), Rasmussen (1994), and Sellnow (1991) that state, when together, music and lyrics enhance the message of the lyrics. 
Music video as a vessel for lyrical content. Two major studies on music videos exist within the frame of communication studies perspectives (Gow, 1992; Van Oosten et al., 2015). Gow (1992) examined music videos in the 1980s, at the peak of MTV, and studied how and what these music videos communicated to the audience. Video, along with musical content and lyrical content, could act as a vessel for the audience to more clearly perceive the meaning of the song (Gow, 1992). While there were some “normal” videos that involved “simply putting images to the lyrics,” there were others that were focused on frequent violence, sexual violence, and sexual intimacy (Gow, 1992, p. 50). Of the music videos that did that, all had lyrical content that was related to one of the previous themes (Gow, 1992). Gow (1992) found that “at least one instance of sexual intimacy in over three-quarters of the videos that were studied” (p. 42). In the 1980’s, most of these videos were of rock songs, and so there would be the transition shots of the individual band members actually playing their instruments in between some of the more violent thematic scenes (Gow, 1992). This is completely different nowadays, because a lot of popular music does not use physical instruments besides a computer, or there is simply one artist while the rest of the band is just back up and does not get recognition on screen. 
Body objectification in rock music videos is similar to the Flynn et al. (2016) study that states that some who have watched more recent R&B, hip-hop, and rap music videos have condemned the videos and the genre for disrespecting women. Due to the fact that listeners commonly repeat lyrics, the audience is more likely to pick up on the tendencies and actions that are communicated in the song, especially if these actions are shown off in a music video (Flynn et al., 2016). Furthermore, this is related to the study done by Van Oosten et al. (2015) that states, “viewing sexual music videos by male artists increased the acceptance of female token resistance (i.e., the notion that women say “no” to sex when they actually mean “yes”)” (p. 986). The violent and sexual content in music videos are confirming to the audience that the lyrical content, which is also violent and sexual in theme, is acceptable (Van Oosten et al., 2015). 
Research Questions
Overall, a broad range of research across many different fields of study specifically relates to the topic of music as communication. Of these studies, only a small portion is from the communication studies discipline (Chesebro et al., 1985; Gow, 1992; Irvine & Kirkpatrick, 1972; Morris, 2013; Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001). Of that selection, Chesebro et al. (1985) is the only one that relates to my actual topic, popular music as communication, and it is over 30 years old. In order to examine the themes and messages that popular music in America communicates to general society, it is important to have a more recent academic study. To examine the themes and messages embedded in popular music lyrics through a communication studies perspective, the first research question is constructed:
RQ1: What themes are portrayed in popular music over the last two years?
Scholars such as Flynn et al. (2016) and Cooper (1985) both researched how lyrical content often focuses on body objectification and scholars such as Gow (1992) and Van Oosten et al. (2015) both researched how sexual and violent themes are common in music video. Other studies focus more on the notion that emotions are commonly communicated through popular music lyrics (Chesebro et al., 1985; Cooper, 1985; Eerola, 2012; Gozzi, 2005; Henard & Rossetti, 2014; Irvine & Kirkpatrick, 1972; Margulis, 2013; Mas et al., Morris, 2013; 2017; Rasmussen, 1994; Sellnow, 1991; Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001; Sprikut, 2015; Webster & Weir, 2005). Neither of these arguments focuses on how human relationships are portrayed in popular music. Based on the themes that are portrayed in popular music over the last two years, the second research question is asked:
RQ2: What patterns, types, or kinds of human relationships are portrayed in popular music?
Music communicates in many different ways and it almost always communicates in more than one way at a time. Music composition, or musicality, has the ability to communicate meaning on its own (Irvine & Kirkpatrick, 1972; Rasmussen, 1994), as does lyrical content (Sellnow, 1991; Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001). That being said, there is a significant amount of scholarship that points to the fact that musicality is meant to be paired with lyrical content to derive the true meaning of a message in a piece of music (Irvine & Kirkpatrick, 1972; Rasmussen, 1994; Sellnow, 1991; Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001). In order to explore the meaning of the messages communicated by popular music in the last two years, the third research question is posed:
RQ3: What effects do the combination of musicality and lyrical content have on the overall communicated message in popular music? 
Method
In this study, the primary method that was utilized was thematic textual analysis. Of my research questions, this method was used for the first two, regarding popular music themes and portrayed relationships, respectively. The third research question regarding the effects of the combination of musicality and lyrical content was analyzed by using the themes of lyrical content from the first research question as well as a basic analysis of each song’s musical structure. Hawkins (2017) states, “researchers conducting thematic analysis look for recognizable reoccurring topics, ideas, or patterns (themes) occurring within the data that provide insight into communication” (p. 2). Furthermore, thematic analysis is useful when considering communication phenomenon on a mass scale by “providing a comprehensive understanding of an overall experience of a communication event, series of interactions, or messages within a variety of communication contexts (Hawkins, 2017, p. 2). Thematic analysis served as a good method to use because a researcher can use the text, in this case music lyrics, to make sense of what overarching views are communicated to general society (Hawkins, 2017). In terms of my second research question regarding human relationships, I needed to take into account how people view the culture or society that they live in, including the parameters of what a relationship means. Therefore, thematic analysis also allowed me to examine the language and themes that are used in music lyrics that may reflect societal views on human relationships.
Texts
Due to the fact that my study focused solely on popular music, the chosen sample of texts attempted to reflect what was popular over the past two years. That being said, this study recognized that the term popular music varies according to the culture it resides in. This means that what one culture considers popular could be thought of in a completely different sense by another culture. Therefore, this study mirrored previous studies by analyzing songs from the Billboard top 100 list. Songs were chosen as the 1st and 2nd most popular song every month for the past two years. That means there were 48 possible songs to be analyzed, but this method took into consideration the probability that there could be some overlap of songs that stayed in the top two positions over consecutive months. Therefore, the total amount of songs analyzed after taking the overlap into account was 26. 
Procedure
Titles of the songs were collected through the Billboard website’s online database. This process included individually searching through each month from the last two years and recording each leading and ancillary song in a list. The songs included ranged from January of 2016 to December of 2017. After all of the songs were ordered in a spreadsheet via Google Sheets, I found the lyrics to each song by using a simple Google search. Every song’s lyrics were kept in individual files via Google Drive. Analysis for each research question was done via an organized system of files and folders on a Google Drive by utilizing highlighting, commenting, and copying and pasting features. Starting with the last song in December of 2017, I familiarized myself with each song by meticulously listening, studying the lyrics, and asking questions that took into account the purpose of the text, the intended audience, the supporting materials or strategies that existed, the artist’s persona, and the artist’s tone. By answering these questions, I developed an understanding of each song’s main ideas and noted important words and phrases as well as possible themes and possible types of relationships for later discernment. Then I was able to start analyzing based on my first research question that regarded overarching themes in each song’s lyrics.
Based on the possible themes from my pre-analysis, I went through each line of the lyrics and highlighted important words and used the comment feature in each Google Docs file to keep my thoughts organized. After completing the scan, I either confirmed the possible theme or assigned the song a new theme and marked it as such in a Google Sheets spreadsheet. Once each song’s lyrics were analyzed and a theme was determined, I grouped together songs with the same theme in respective files on the Google Drive. Then I went back through the lyrics of each song and copy and pasted specific lines that represented the respective theme of that song into a bulleted list to justify the theme. After discerning the primary theme of each song, secondary themes, if existent, were discerned by using the same process and held in a different folder in the Google Drive. Finally, I combined some of the primary themes into broader groups that created three overarching themes. 
For my second research question, I looked at the types of relationships that were portrayed in the lyrics of each song. Based on the pre-analysis of each song, I went through each line of the lyrics and searched for different types of relationships. I highlighted words and phrases that represented different types of relationships. For each type of relationship found, I started a list and copy and pasted lines that confirmed this relationship. Then, I created a spreadsheet in Google Sheets to keep track of each type of relationship. Many songs had more than one different type of relationship portrayed in the lyrics. Therefore, I grouped similar relationships into two broad themes. 
	My third research question regarding the effects of the combination of musicality and lyrical content was analyzed in two parts. First, each song’s musicality was analyzed by determining a number of basic factors of music composition. These factors included the song’s key (major or minor), characteristics of melody and harmony, tempo and rhythm, and range of dynamics. The combination of all of these factors determined the overall effect of the musicality on its own. In other words, by listening to the music and ignoring the lyrics, what messages (mostly emotional) were communicated? After this effect was considered, the lyrical themes that were previously determined for the first research question were used as a comparison to the musicality effects. Once this comparison was complete, the combined meaning of the two parts determined the song’s overall communicated message and therefore confirmed or differed from the themes that were determined for the first research question. 
Results
	In this study, three research questions were asked in order to better understand how popular music communicates. This section will address each research question and its findings. The three main themes that were found in relation to RQ1 were “money, fame, and success,” “human relationships,” and “having a good time.” Along with these overarching themes were also some secondary themes. RQ2 discovered two overarching themes pertained to human relationships that were characterized as “a whole lot of love” and “unhealthy relationships.” Similar to the themes in RQ1, there were many secondary themes related to the two overarching themes about human relationships. Finally, RQ3 analyzed basic aspects of musical composition and compared their emotional effects with the primary and secondary themes found in RQ1. As a result of this pairing, there were two possible findings; musicality and lyrical content either complemented each other or they were mismatched. Moreover, these findings sought to answer the question; did the musical effect make sense given what the lyrics were saying?
RQ1: What themes are portrayed in popular music over the last two years?
	The purpose for RQ1 was to determine what the most prevalent themes were in the sample of popular music lyrics that I obtained. Throughout 26 songs, three overarching themes were considered, “money, fame, and success,” “human relationships,” and “have a good time.” 
Money, Fame, and Success
	This first theme was easily the most prevalent as it directly characterized eight of the twenty-six songs. This means that as a whole, these songs’ primary purpose was to boast about money, fame, and success. All three terms are basically synonymous with one another, meaning that if you have one then you have the others. These songs frequently referred to a number of aspects that make up total wealth such as money on-hand or expensive possessions. Songs such as “Panda” by Desiigner showed off wealth by stating, “pockets swole... big rollie, it dancing bigger than a pandie.” “Pockets swole” refers to Desiigner’s metaphorical pocket being full of money, while a “big rollie” (a Rolex watch) is worth more than a “pandie”, a BMW X6 vehicle. This is similar to The Weeknd’s “Starboy” when he claims, “pockets overweight getting hefty.” Again, this is a direct reference to the large amount of money that he has accumulated. In Migos’ “Bad & Boujee”, they state, “so my money makin’ my back ache,” meaning that it’s difficult to carry around so much money at one time. Other examples include Bruno Mars’ “That’s What I Like”, which features lines such as “silk sheets and diamonds all white”, Migos’ “Bad & Boujee”, which has lines such as “so much money they use rakes”, and Rae Sremmurd’s “Black Beatles”, which boasts “fifteen-hundred on my feet”. 
Apart from direct references to wealth, frequent references to status or success were also found. In Cardi B’s “Bodak Yellow” she boasts, “I’m a boss, you a worker, bitch, I make bloody moves” and later follows up with, “they see pictures, they say, ‘goals’, bitch, I’m who they tryna be.” This refers to her being successful enough to be famous and also to be an inspiration for others. Some artists discussed money as a reason for their status and success. DJ Khaled’s song “I’m The One” claims, “you’re lookin’ at the truth, the money never lie, no – I’m the one, yeah, I’m the one.” Similarly, Post Malone’s “Rockstar” states, “green hundreds in my safe, I got old racks (old racks)... livin’ like a rockstar, I’m living like a rockstar.” In both situations, the artists are saying that large sums of money are undeniable evidence for high status and success. In many of the eight songs characterized in this theme, nearly every other line had something to do with money, fame, or success. Along with money, artists also described fame and success through the recreational use or distribution of drugs and alcohol. 
	Drugs and Alcohol
	References to drugs and alcohol were very prevalent in many of the analyzed songs. In Desiigner’s “Panda”, he references “twisting dope, lean, and the Fanta.” In this line, Desiigner shows that he likes to smoke weed and combine the liquid drug, lean, with the soda, Fanta. In Rae Sremmurd’s “Black Beatles”, he references “[a] pint of lean, pound of weed, and a kilo”. A kilo refers to a brick of cocaine, which places it in a category along with the others as drugs that are often sold in bulk to make money. Cocaine use is also very prevalent in The Weeknd’s song “Starboy”, when he says, “cut that ivory into skinny pieces, then she clean it with her face.” This is directly referring to the act of snorting cocaine. In Drake’s “One Dance”, he states, “got a Hennessy in my hand... higher powers taking a hold on me.” Hennessy is a popular brand of cognac, while higher powers refer to the sensation of being intoxicated. The large amount and frequency of these references make it apparent that the recreational use and sale of drugs and alcohol have an important part to play in obtaining money, fame, and success. Another frequently referenced subtheme is violence.
	Violence
	Another subtheme of money, fame, and success is boasting about violent capabilities in lyrical content. In Post Malone’s “Rockstar”, he states, “fuckin’ with me, call up on a Uzi and show up, man them the shottas. When my homies pull up on your block they make that thing go grrra-ta-ta-ta.” Post Malone is referencing his ability to use automatic firearms such as the Uzi as well as his friends’ capabilities of committing a drive-by shooting. In Desiigner’s “Panda”, he claims, “gorilla, they come and kill you with bananas. Four fillas, they finna pull up in the Phantom, know niggas, they come and kill you on the camera.” Bananas are a slang term for a 30 round magazine commonly associated with an AK-47 rifle. Desiigner also references his friends’ tendencies to kill even though they’re on camera, showing ruthlessness. Migos’ “Bad & Boujee” is also characteristic of boasting about weapons; “my niggas is savage, ruthless (savage), we got 30’s and 100 rounds too.” 30’s and 100’s are referencing different sized magazines for an assortment of firearms. Throughout all the examples, incidents of violence are used as a way to gain credibility and legitimacy. 
Human Relationships
	This theme is equally as important as money, fame, and success because it features a wider scope of subthemes and therefore includes more songs in total. With 12 out of 26 songs, this overarching theme demonstrates that the relationships themselves were the most important aspects of the songs. The four subthemes that characterize these relationships are love, sex, faulty relationships, and revenge, rebellion, and defiance. 
	Love
	One of the most frequent subthemes of the theme of human relationships in popular music lyrics is of love. In Ed Sheeran’s “Perfect”, he sings, “‘cause we were just kids when we fell in love... but darling just kiss me slow... I see my future in your eyes... darling, you look perfect tonight.” Sheeran uses common tropes of love including kissing, imagining a future with another person, and complimenting appearances. Appearances are commonly referenced in other songs as well, including Sheeran’s “Shape Of You” when he says, “I’m in love with the shape of you, we push and pull like a magnet do. Although my heart is falling too, I’m in love with your body.” In these lines, Sheeran is directly expressing his love for the woman’s appearances and attractiveness, but also includes that his heart is falling, meaning that he’s in love with more than just the way she looks. Another way to characterize love is through patience and persistence over time, which is featured in Major Lazer’s “Cold Water”, “and although time may take us into different places, I will still be patient with you. And I hope you know, I won’t let go, I’ll be your lifeline tonight.” By stating that he will endure the test of time, he is committing to a long lasting love with the subject. 
Sex
When analyzing human relationships, sex was just as frequent a subtheme as love was. In Luis Fonsi and Daddy Yankee’s “Despacito” they claim, “I want to be your rhythm and you show my mouth your favorite places... let me surpass your danger zones to make you scream and you forget your last name.” This text shows very explicit sexual relations between subjects, and the whole song reflects this as well. In DJ Khaled’s “Wild Thoughts”, Bryson Tiller states, “fuck you ‘til you’re burned out, cremation (burned out). Make it cream, yeah, Wu-Tang (Wu-Tang), throw that ass back, bouquet (bouquet)... call me and I can get it juicy.” Again, “Wild Thoughts” main focus is the sexual relationship described in the lyrics. In Rihanna’s “Work”, Drake begs, “we just need a face to face, you could pick the time and the place. Now you need to forward and give me all the... work, work, work, work, work, work. He see me do my dirt, dirt, dirt, dirt, dirt, dirt.” Drake suggests that things would be better if they could meet up in order to have sex and Rihanna chimes in to agree.
Faulty Relationships	
Although there are positive themes in relationships such as love and sex, there are also negative themes presented such as faulty or broken relationships. In Justin Bieber’s “Sorry” he states, “you gotta go and get angry at all of my honesty... I know you know that I made those mistakes maybe once or twice, and by once or twice I mean maybe a couple hundred times.” These lines characterize a relationship that is going through some type of argument or rough patch and may not recover and lead to a breakup. In Adele’s “Hello” she sings, “they say that time’s supposed to heal ya, but I ain’t don’t much healing... I’m in California dreaming about who we used to be, when we were younger and free.” Adele is attempting to patch up a relationship that has already been broken, and she’s looking for closure. Similar to this recollection of a broken relationship is Rihanna’s “Work” where she states, “I believed all of your dreams, adoration. You took my heart and my keys and my patience. You took my heart on my sleeve for decoration. You mistaken my love I brought for you for foundation. All I wanted from you was to give me something that I never had, something that you’ve never seen, something that you’ve never been!” Rihanna talks about a relationship in which she gave her all, but the other person did not live up to her expectations. 
Revenge, Rebellion, and Defiance
Along with the theme of faulty relationships is the theme of bad relationships that spark some type of outrage or action. In Taylor Swift’s “Look What You Made Me Do” she boasts, “but I got smarter, I got harder in the nick of time. Honey, I rose up from the dead, I do it all the time. I’ve got a list of names and yours is in red, underlined. I check it once, then I check it twice, oh!” These lines show that were there was once a relationship, but Taylor is now focused solely on getting her revenge. In Justin Bieber’s “Love Yourself” he claims, “‘cause if you like the way you look that much, oh, baby, you should go and love yourself. And if you think that I’m still holdin’ on to somethin’ oh, baby, you should go and love yourself.” Justin is defying a previous lover the rights to the relationship that they once had, as he is moving on. In Camila Cabello’s “Havana” she states, “I loved him when I left him, got me feelin’ like ooh... and then I had to tell him I had to go.” Although Cabello stated that she loved the subject, she rebelled against this relationship by choosing to follow her heart to Havana. 
Have a Good Time 
	This theme, while not quite as prevalent as the first two, still represents a wide variety of the songs’ overarching feel. There were no subsections necessary for the theme of having a good time, as the songs that were characterized had essentially no deviation. The lyrics of these songs were very simple and to the point. In Justin Timberlake’s “Can’t Stop The Feeling!” he sings, “I got this feeling inside my bones, it goes electric, wavy when I turn it on. All through my city, all through my home. We’re flying up, no ceiling, when we’re in our zone. I got that sunshine in my pocket, got that good soul in my feet.” This song is the perfect characterization of having a good time, as the song’s main focus revolves around lots of dancing. In Sia’s “Cheap Thrills” she states, “It’s Friday night and it won’t be long ‘til I hit the dance floor... baby I don’t need dollar bills to have fun tonight (I love cheap thrills). I don’t need no money, as long as I can feel the beat.” Similarly to Timberlake’s “Can’t Stop The Feeling!”, this song’s main focus is on enjoying a fun night of dancing. 
	Overall, RQ1 yielded three overarching themes that were discovered to range essentially all of the songs. However, it should be noted that there were a couple songs that did not quite fit into any of the three overarching themes. These songs were so different in theme that they were thought of as outliers. 
RQ2: What patterns, types, or kinds of human relationships are portrayed in popular music?
	In order to effectively answer this question, there were many types of relationships discovered. However, in order to make sense of all of the different types of relationships, two overarching themes of relationships were determined; “a whole lot of love” and “unhealthy relationships.” 
A Whole Lot of Love
	This overarching theme is comprised of many subthemes; family and friends, in love, and sexual, and is characteristic of types of relationships that are generally thought of as rewarding. Songs were not cut-and-dry in terms of discussion of each subtheme, so there is some difference from example to example. 
	Family and Friends
	Amongst almost all of the songs, some type of familial or friendly relationships were discussed or referred to. Some, like Lukas Graham’s “7 Years” spoke very specifically about how these relationships formed throughout his life, “once I was Seven years old, my mama told me ‘go make yourself some friends or you’ll be lonely’... once I was eleven years old, my daddy told me ‘go get yourself a wife or you’ll be lonely.’ In this song, familial and friend relationships are thought of as essential bonds in order to fulfill one’s life. Other songs merely referenced friend relationships such as Desiigner’s “Panda”, “now Flex drop bombs when he spin it and Bobby gon’ trend it. Jeff The Don doing business, Zana Ray fucking up shit and she doin’ her business...” By citing the abilities that Desiigner’s friends have, he characterizes them as useful relationships in his professional life. In some instances, friend relationships are referred to as people who will have your back in a pinch and who stick around for a long time. In Post Malone’s “Rockstar” he references his friends, “all my brothers got that gas... when my homies pull up on your block.” Similarly, in Migos’ “Bad & Boujee” they state, “we came from nothing to something nigga.” Finally, in Justin Bieber’s “Love Yourself” he mentions, “and when you told me that you hated my friends, the only problem was with you and not them.” These three examples highlight how friendship is portrayed as something that is long-lasting and not easily broken. 	
	In Love 
	Similar to RQ1, there are many instances in these songs in which love is thought of as the most important relationship. That being said, love is an ambiguous term and can refer to many different types of relationships. In Ed Sheeran’s “Perfect”, love is characterized in a romantic context; “well, I found a girl, beautiful and sweet. Oh, I never knew you were the someone waiting for me... well, I found a woman, stronger than anyone I know. She shares my dreams, I hope that someday I’ll share her home... darling, you look perfect tonight.” This love is clearly contextualized in a romantic setting. A different type of love is familial love, which is characterized in Cardi B’s “Bodak Yellow” when she states, “and I pay my mama bills (bills), I ain’t got no time to chill.” Cardi B shows that she loves and values her mother by paying off her bills since she has the means to do it. 
	Sexual
	Amongst the songs that were analyzed, many of them had some type of reference to sex. As we saw in RQ1, sex was a subtheme of the overarching theme of human relationships and was used in terms of sexual pleasure. However, there are other purposes for sex found in the lyrics of these songs. In “Bodak Yellow” Cardi B uses sex as a threat towards other women, “I might just chill with your boo, I might just feel on your babe, my pussy feel like a lake, he wanna swim with his face, I’m like, ‘okay.’ In songs like “Work” by Rihanna, sex is used as a tool to avoid conflict in relationships. Rihanna sings, “but I wake up and act like nothing’s wrong, just get ready for work, work, work, work, work, work. He said me have to work, work, work, work, work, work.” 
Unhealthy Relationships 
	This overarching theme, like the first, also has many subthemes but is characterized in terms of relationships that are not generally desirable. These subthemes are body objectification, possessiveness, enemies (not trusting) and broken or faulty relationships.
	Body Objectification
	Body objectification was frequently found in a large amount of songs analyzed. In the song, “That’s What I Like” by Bruno Mars, he sings, “baby girl, what’s hatnin’? You and your ass invited, so gon’ and get to clappin’. Go pop it for a player pop, pop it for me. Turn around and drop it for a player drop, drop it for me.” These lines state that a woman’s qualities are in her body and her ability to please the man with that body. Another example of this point is in Migos’ song “Bad & Boujee” who state, “These bitches they fuck and suck dick and they bustin’ for Instagram.” The worth of the women discussed in these lines is characterized by their ability to perform sexual acts. In “Black Beatles” by Rae Sremmurd, Gucci Mane raps, “came in with two girls, look like strippers in their real clothes. A broke hoe can only point me to a rich hoe, a yellow bitch with green hair, a real weirdo.” The women’s appearance is the only thing that Gucci Mane is concerned with and by referring these women as ‘strippers’, ‘hoes’, and ‘bitches’, the audience understands that the women are being thought of and used as objects. 
	Possessive
	Similar to the issue of body objectification is the issue of possessiveness or perceived ownership over people. In Migos’ “Bad & Boujee” they state, “fuckin’ on your bitch she a thot, thot, thot... I take your bitch right from you... introduce me to your bitch-ass wifey and we know she sluttin.” By saying “your bitch”, it implies that they have possession or ownership over this woman. This is also seen in Rae Sremmurd’s “Black Beatles”, “took a bitch to the club and let her party on the table... I had hoes when I was broke, I’m rich, I’m still a player.” By ‘allowing’ the woman to party on the table and by stating that he ‘had hoes when he was broke’ infers that Sremmurd thinks of women as property to be ordered around. Possessiveness can be easily hidden as well in lines that may seem harmless. In Lucas Graham’s “7 Years” he states, “my woman brought children for me”, in Ed Sheeran’s “Shape of You” he claims, “your love was handmade for somebody like me”, and in Sheeran’s “Perfect”, he sings, “I found a love for me... well, I found a girl... your heart is all I own... I found a woman.” Although these may come across as harmless and even loving, they are still examples of men implying deserved ownership over women. 
Enemies (Not Trusting)
Although there is a wealth of loving and happy relationships that are talked about in popular music lyrics, there are also a number of relationships with enemies, or people who are not trustworthy. In “Look What You Made Me Do” by Taylor Swift, she sings, “I don’t like your little games, don’t like your tilted stage. The role you made me play, of the fool, no, I don’t like you. I don’t like your perfect crime...” Swift is clearly singing about a relationship with a person that she may refer to as her enemy, or someone who has wronged her in the past. These unhealthy relationships can also just be relationships that have no trust in them. In the song “Heathens” by twenty one pilots, they state, “all my friends are heathens, take it slow, wait for them to ask you who you know. Please don’t make any sudden moves, you don’t know the half of the abuse.” These lines serve as a warning to the subject, as they are clearly not trusted. Similar to this lack of trust is the song “Havana” by Camila Cabello, “I knew him forever in a minute... and papa says he got malo in him.” Cabello has seen this type of person before and knows that she doesn’t trust him. 
Broken or Faulty Relationships
Relationships do not always work out and can be broken or become faulty over time. In popular music, breakups are very common topics to sing about. In the song “Hello” by Adele, she sings, “I must have called a thousand times to tell you I’m sorry for everything that I’ve done... to tell you I’m sorry for breaking your heart. But it don’t matter, it clearly doesn’t tear you apart anymore.” Adele is singing about a past relationship that has been over for a while, but she cannot find peace and closure until she gets in touch with this person. In Justin Bieber’s “Love Yourself” he states, “for all the times that you made me feel small, I fell in love. Now I feel nothin’ at all. And never felt so low when I was vulnerable, was I a fool to let you break down my walls?” Justin clearly was hurt by this broken and faulty relationship and isn’t sure how to recover from it.
Overall, every song that was analyzed discovered some type of relationship. The two overarching themes, “a whole lot of love” and “unhealthy relationships”, yielded the most prevalent types of human relationships portrayed in the lyrical content of popular music. Lyrical content was very important to analyze for communicated messages, but equally as important was the musicality of the songs. 
RQ3: What effects do the combination of musicality and lyrical content have on the overall communicated message in popular music? 
	To accurately answer this question, musicality was first determined by analyzing the basic musical composition of each song alone. Then, this musical effect was compared with the lyrical themes discovered in RQ1 to determine the overall communicated message. Furthermore, this pairing was either a complement or a mismatch. For each song, the elements of key, melody and harmony, tempo/beat/rhythm, and dynamics were analyzed in order to determine the musical effect. This means that the combination of the previous terms equals the emotion that the song portrays based on musicality alone. Overall, the musical elements that were most notable in affecting the emotional feel of the song were key, tempo, dynamics and structure. After these elements were determined, they could be compared with lyrical content in order to discover the overall communicated effect of the song as a whole.
Key 
	One of the most important determining factors in a song’s emotional effect is the key of that song. It was found that the majority of the songs that had a major key sounded happier than songs that were in a minor key. A large part of this total happy or sad sound is the melody. The melodies observed were normally very repetitive and simple, regardless of key. Furthermore, melodies were primarily featured in the vocal line, but in rap songs they were also commonly featured as instrumental phrases. Many times in popular music, the melody is what is most apparent to the listener, which also means it’s how the listener determines the relative emotion of the piece. However, this sound is also altered by harmonies, or the surrounding instrumentation that support the melody line. Harmonies varied throughout the songs from diverse sounds including groovy bass lines and blaring brass instruments in songs like Bruno Mars’ “That’s What I Like”, or electronic sounds such as the synth keyboard in songs like “Can’t Stop The Feeling!” by Justin Timberlake, to simple block chord progressions with a piano in songs like “Hello” by Adele. 
	Although it was found that the majority of songs with a major key were determined as happier sounding than songs with a minor key, this wasn’t always the case. 
There were a couple cases where songs with major keys sounded more sad than happy such as in Rae Sremmurd’s “Black Beatles”. This is due to the fact that there was limited instrumentation and no real melody line, as the examples were rap songs. Furthermore, the major key was only determined by a theme or motif by a background instrument, which didn’t have as significant of an effect as a standard melody line would have. Alternatively, there were frequent instances in which songs with minor keys were perceived as happy like in Sia’s “Cheap Thrills” or “Havana” by Camila Cabello. The relative complexity and repetitiveness of the melody and harmony of these pieces worked together in such a way that they did not come across as sad sounding songs. This is also due to the addition of meter, tempo, and rhythm.
Tempo
	A strong determinate of the emotional effect of the popular music analyzed was the relative fastness or slowness of each song. Tempo, along with rhythm, can change the emotional effect of the song by enhancing or diminishing the emotion introduced by the key. Songs that were more upbeat were generally thought of as happier sounding, especially if paired with a major key like Major Lazer’s “Cold Water”. Songs that were slower were generally thought of as sadder sounding, especially if paired with a minor key like “Hello” by Adele. Slower songs with a minor key almost always sounded very sad as well. That being said, slower songs like Ed Sheeran’s “Perfect” that had a major key were often love songs, which would be characterized as a ballad. However, faster songs with a minor key were sometimes happy sounding. If the songs with minor keys weren’t happy sounding, they could be considered emotions that don’t necessarily constitute happiness or sadness, like urgency in Desiigner’s “Panda” or intensity in The Weeknd’s “Starboy”. Some of these additional emotions can be better described with the addition of dynamics as well. 
Dynamics
	Dynamics, or the relative loudness or softness of the songs, also played a pivotal part in determined emotional effect. Like tempo, dynamics either enhance or diminish the emotion introduced by the key and can be thought of in terms of intensity. It was found that quieter songs were often correlated with a lower intensity of communicated emotion. In “Love Yourself” by Justin Bieber, the song never surpassed a medium-quiet dynamic level, which gave it a very soft and relaxed feel. Louder songs were often correlated with a higher intensity of communicated emotion. In Migos’ “Bad & Boujee”, the dynamics frequently displayed a range of medium-loud to loud sounds, which attributed an energized and powerful feel. Some songs had wide ranges of dynamics, from soft to loud, which was usually found to build intensity in order to reach a climactic section in the song. In order to reach the peak of intensity, dynamics range throughout the song and have to build up to a loud dynamic level in order for it to have its effect. Loud dynamics are felt as more intense if the sounds were soft beforehand. This took place in songs such as “Heathens” by twenty one pilots, “Can’t Stop The Feeling” by Justin Timberlake, and “Hello” by Adele. All of these musical elements combined into each song’s overall musical effect, or the musical emotion that was communicated. This was then paired with the lyrical content to determine the true communicated message.
Overall Combined Effect
	After musicality was analyzed for each song, the communicated musical effect was compared with the determined themes from RQ1. This comparison yielded two possible findings; musicality and lyrical content either complemented each other or they were mismatched.
	Complemented 
	Of the songs analyzed, 19 out of 26 of them had a complementary relationship between musical emotion and lyrical content. In Luis Fonsi and Daddy Yankee’s “Despacito”, the musical effect was a combination of a major key, an upbeat tempo, and a loud dynamic range that produced a passionate sounding melody line that was perceived as happy and playful. This effect was combined with the theme of sex that was determined from RQ1. This combination was complementary, as sex and passion often go hand-in-hand. In Ed Sheeran’s “Perfect”, a major key, a slow tempo, and quiet dynamics created a soft, calm, and relaxing effect. This paired with the previously determined theme of love, which was also determined as complementary. In Adele’s “Hello”, there was a minor key, a slow tempo, and a range of dynamics from soft to loud. These elements yielded a sad and broken effect that was paired with lyrics about a previous relationship that failed to find closure, which is a complementary pairing. 
	Mismatched
	Of the songs that were not considered complementary, seven out of 26 were labeled a mismatch, meaning that the musical emotion did not match with the lyrical content’s theme. Although they did not match up, this does not mean that they were not effective. In “Love Yourself” by Justin Bieber, the musicality produced a happy and soft sounding effect, which would normally be paired with a happy theme as well. Instead, the song’s lyrics speak of a breakup that has ended in a bad way. Although this combination is mismatched, it still works as a whole and it may simply be unexpected by the listener. Another example is Post Malone’s “Rockstar”, which features a relaxing and calm effect from the music. This is paired with lyrics that boast of money, fame, and success as well as frequent drug, violence, and sexual references. While this is a mismatch of musical effect and lyrical theme, it still works as a whole, as it creates the notion that to be a ‘rockstar’ is to do all these things as if they’re no big deal. 
	Overall, RQ3’s results were that while musicality and lyrical content are important on their own, it’s vital that they be paired together in order to determine the overarching, complete communicated message. 
Discussion
	The purpose of this study was to understand how popular music serves as communication by analyzing overarching themes, human relationships, and the combination of musicality and lyrical content to determine the true message of the song. This section will discuss the meaning of the themes found in the 26 examples of popular music and will conclude with limitations and suggestions for future research. 
RQ1: What themes are portrayed in popular music over the last two years?
	The three overarching themes that were discovered in RQ1 were “money, fame, and success”, “human relationships”, and “have a good time”. It is interesting that “money, fame, and success” was the most prevalent theme amongst the analyzed songs because it does not directly reflect any of the common themes discovered from previous studies like Chesebro et al. (1985) or Henard and Rossetti (2014). Although the methodology between my study and previous studies was slightly different, the discovery of this ‘new’ theme is significant. One possible reason for this ‘new’ theme reflects the widely accepted notion that popular music reflects the rhetoric of the current cultural era (Chesebro et al., 1985; Cooper, 1985; Cross, 2012; Gozzi, 2005; Henard & Rossetti, 2014; Sellnow, 1991; Sellnow & Sellnow, 2001; Sprikut, 2015). Due to previous studies being outdated, it’s possible that “money, fame, and success” is a new significant theme because it represents the cultural values that our society holds as important. Therefore, this could imply that not only is “money, fame, and success” a popular value, but so too are the subthemes that are connected with it such as drugs and alcohol or violence. 
Paired to the concept of the current cultural era includes the ways in which humans communicate. I found that in many of the songs that were analyzed, I had to research into what some of the words or phrases meant because I was unfamiliar with the particular lingo or slang. This contradicts the research conducted by Gozzi (2005), who stated that musicians must rely on a “shared body of knowledge and expectations” (p. 208) in order for the audience to understand their content. It seems that instead, some of the language used in a selection of the songs that were analyzed is particular to a more isolated group of people within larger society. That being said, this language was only used in a portion of the analyzed songs, not all of them. In the portion that did include the slang, all of the songs were rap songs. In others, the lyrics reflected themes that were consistent with past studies.
	Themes such as love, sex, faulty relationships, and revenge, rebellion, and defiance are all consistent with studies that occurred in the past (Chesebro et al., 1985; Henard & Rossetti, 2014). These common themes, that characterize human relationships as an overarching theme, are also consistent with the finding that the themes of human relationships do not really change over time (Chesebro et al., 1985). This is supported by the fact that some of the same common human relationships were found in popular music lyrics from 2017 that matched lyrical themes from 1955 (Chesebro et al., 1985). One possible reason for this is because many of these relationships and experiences are quintessential human experiences that are not unique to a certain group of people and are encountered by most people at some point in their lives (Chesebro et al., 1985; Henard & Rossetti, 2014). 
RQ2: What patterns, types, or kinds of human relationships are portrayed in popular music?
	The two overarching themes that categorized the types of human relationships found in popular music lyrics are “a whole lot of love” and “unhealthy relationships”. Similar to the discussion of RQ1, many of the human relationships including familial and friends, sexual, and faulty relationships are very common and standard relationships that most people have throughout the course of their lives. These relationships were some of the more frequently referenced throughout the 26 analyzed songs, and confirm the findings of previous studies (Chesebro et al., 1985; Henard & Rossetti, 2014). In addition to those, themes of body objectification, possessiveness, enemies (not trusting), and broken relationships were also prevalent in the sample of songs. The levels of body objectification of women in the lyrics analyzed were very high, confirming findings from previous studies such as Flynn et al. (2016). 
Similar to the issue of body objectification is the prevalence of possessiveness in popular music lyrics. Many of the songs that were analyzed referred to women in degrading ways with terms like “bitch”, “hoe”, and “slut” amongst others. Furthermore, the lyrics showed that women were thought of as property in multiple different cases, including some cases that could be considered loving. This finding supports the research by Cooper (1985) that states that since popular song lyrics are repetitive, that they reinforce clichés and stereotypes and can directly affect the ways in which society looks at women as objects. Furthermore, since these lyrics are housed in musical composition that can be catchy and enjoyable to listen to, they may have a strong influence over the general public (Cooper, 1985). 
RQ3: What effects do the combination of musicality and lyrical content have on the overall communicated message in popular music? 
	The purpose of this research question was to determine the overarching communicated messages for each song by combining musical effect with lyrical content. One of the key findings is that music with a major key tends to sound happy while music with a minor key tends to sound sad, which supports previous studies by Irving and Kirkpatrick (1972), Rasmussen (1994), and Webster and Weir (2005). It was also discovered that, along with key, aspects of tempo and dynamics played important roles in determining the overall musical effect, which can be more specific than simply happy or sad sounding, but can refer to feelings of urgency or intensity, to name a couple. This finding also supports previous studies such as Irving and Kirkpatrick (1972). 
	When analyzed separately, many of the songs had musicality that complemented the themes in lyrical content. However, there were cases where the musical effect of a song would have a different meaning than that of the lyrics. This doesn’t necessarily mean that the pairing doesn’t work or that the song’s meaning is compromised, it can simply mean that there may be a different meaning altogether. If the musical effect communicates one message and the lyrics communicate another, it is impossible to discern which one is the true meaning on its own. Because of this, it is vital for musicality and lyrical content to be addressed in the same frame in order to discern the true and complete message that the song is communicating. This finding supports previous studies such as Sellnow and Sellnow (2001) and Sellnow (1991). 
Limitations 
A basic limitation of my study is that I was not able to gather or analyze a larger sample of popular music texts. By having such a small sample, I was only able to make claims based on the absolute most popular songs from the past two years. If I were able to look at songs from the top five or ten from the Billboard top 100 list over a longer period of time, I may have found different results. Because of my small sample, I cannot justify a generalization of all popular music based solely on what I studied. Other limitations include the fact that I am an inexperienced researcher, as this is my first major research project. 
Future Research
Based on this studies method, findings, and limitations, there are many possibilities for future research with this topic. As music is a very widespread form of communication in general society, it should continue to be studied. Possible studies could research how pop music communicates in different ways than rap music, how underground music (defined as not popular or mainstream) communicates, or how music outside of the United States of America communicates. Moreover, different research methods could be used to study this topic as well such as interviews, surveys, focus groups, or rhetorical/critical studies. 
Music is a fundamental part of American culture and society. Many people listen to music very frequently and for some, music is an important aspect of everyday life. Since music is everywhere, we as audience members should be aware of the messages that are being broadcast to us at all times. Whether through musicality, through lyrics, or through a combination of the two, music communicates many different messages. This study was a continuation of the constant research on the communication of these messages in hopes that there will be numerous and varying studies in the future.  
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