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Abstract:
The model used to understand social media growth has changed from one that focuses on curation

(primarily on visual platforms) to an audio-based model focused on algorithms. While Instagram
pioneered visual storytelling and had a deep impact on how social media evolves, TikTok has
created a new digital ecosystem in which audio does not simply accompany a visual; is the
relevant content for content discovery and community building, as well as meme propagation.
This paper seeks to analyze the strategies of using trending sounds, which is a key component of
organic growth on TikTok, in an in-depth and systematic approach.

The implications of this work suggest that creators, brands, and institutions who can deploy an
"audio-first" mindset, will expand their reach, relevance, and cultural competency, while
contending with the challenges of authenticity and saturation of trend.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The sudden ascent of TikTok signifies one of the most prominent changes to
social media in the last ten years. While platforms like Facebook and Instagram
relied on curated aesthetics, reinforcement of social graphs, and follower-based
dissemination (Marwick, 2015, p. 137), the principal experience on TikTok—the
"For You Page" (FYP)—is founded on an interest-based algorithmic (Kaye, et al,
2021) curation system. This way of presenting content promotes discovery of
media, allowing any video, from any creator, to go mass-viral completely
irrespective of follower count or already established social capital (Scheirer et al.,
2022, p. 45).
This development hinges on the unique role that audio plays (Vazquez, et al,
2022). A popular sound on TikTok does more than serve as the background
soundtrack (Montantero, 2023); it is a type of categorical hyperlink (Zulli & Zulli,
2022), a behavioural prototype, and a shared ritual that brings various creators and
viewers together within a shared, fleeting cultural moment (Bishop, 2020, p. 88;
Shifman, 2014, p. 41). The platform structure, particularly the dedicated sound
page, establishes audio as a first-order engagement object, allowing it to exist on
the platform as a separately discoverable object.
This paper aims to deconstruct the symbiotic relationship between TikTok's
algorithm and audio trends and to provide a strategic, evidence-based framework
for leveraging them for sustainable growth. It moves beyond anecdotal evidence to
synthesize platform mechanics, memetic theory, and empirical data. The central
research questions are:
1. How does TikTok's algorithm privilege audio in its content distribution
mechanics?
2. What are the distinct categories of trending sounds, and what are their
respective growth potentials and pitfalls?
3. What is a systematic, ethical methodology for creators and brands to identify,
select, and deploy trending audio to maximize reach and engagement while
maintaining authenticity?
2. Literature Review: The Audio-First Paradigm and Algorithmic Culture
2.1 The Evolution from Social Graph to Interest Graph

Early social media platforms were fundamentally inspired by the digital copies of
offline social networks. The "social graph," which centered around the user and their
connections, was the primary mechanism for distributing content; users only saw content
from the people they had made an explicit decision to connect with (boyd, 2011). It is
clear that this model inevitably reinforced existing social relationships and made initial
growth and reach for new creators almost impossible. Additionally, the content was

largely enduring and displayed in a curated grid space that presented an idealized version
of self (Marwick, 2015, p. 154).
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In contrast, TikTok is based on a "interest graph" that works dynamically, with algorithms
based not on "who you know," but rather "what you like." The FYP algorithm learns user
preferences (Cotter, 2021) in a variety of implicit and explicit ways, including watch
time, shares, likes, follows (Medina et al, 2020)and, most importantly, sound reuse—to
develop a hyper-personalized feed of content (Owen, 2023, p. 112). This fundamental
change fully shifts discovery onto the intrinsic properties of the content object itself. As
Scheirer et al. (2022, p. 48) point out, “The unit of virality on TikTok is not the creator,
but the individual video or its component parts: visual hooks, audio tracks, and narrative
formats.”
2.2 TikTok's Recommendation Algorithm: A Deep Dive into Audio's Role

The precise weighting attributed to TikTok's ranking signals is a closely-guarded
secret; however, analysis of some patent filings, as well as studies, have identified notable
signals (Owen, 2023; Scheirer et al., 2022). A summary of the signals identified can be
detailed as:
User engagement: Likes, shares, comments, follow, and most importantly, completions
rate (i.e., full views and re-views).
Video information: Captions, hashtags, sounds.
Device and account settings: Language setting, country setting, and device type(s).
Audio works in this system in a few different key ways (Jiang & Miao, 2024):
1. Categorical Signal: If a user interacts in an affirmative manner with a video that uses
Sound A, this counts as an exciting and robust signal representing interest for the
algorithm. Sound A will then be proactively sourced and recommended as a sound in
other videos, magnifying the original signal and establishing a feedback loop that may
propel Sound A into “trending” status.
2. Behavioral Template: Sounds generally come with either an implicit or explicit
"pattern of use"—a specific camera angle, transition, recurring joke, or dance move.
Following along with the behavioral template allows the algorithm to categorize content
more easily by displaying it to users who have engaged with that specific pattern.
3. Discoverability Engine: The sound page serves as a central location that aggregates
specific audio use across all videos. This page becomes a destination for users who find
something they like, allowing them to consume various iterations while also giving new
creators an avenue for rapid engagement with an existing audience.
2.3 Memetic Theory and Participatory Culture

Examining the spread of trending sounds on TikTok can effectively be informed
by memetic theory. Dawkins (1976) originally defined a "meme" as a unit of cultural
transmission, similar to how a gene transmits biological material. Shifman (2014, p. 41)
revises this for the digital world, describing an internet meme as "(a) a group of digital
items sharing common characteristics of content, form, and/or stance, which (b) were
created with the knowledge of each other, and (c) were circulated, imitated, and/or
transformed via the Internet by multiple users." TikTok sounds that are trending are
inherently digital memes. The audio clip is the "content" of the meme, while a common
"form" is the established form of use. The "stance" is the emotional or comedic tone of
the trend (Ren, 2020). In this way, users are active participators in this meme, not only by
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consuming it (Literat, 2021), but also by recreating and transforming the meme
(Anderson, 2022), creating a participatory culture (Jenkins, 2006) that fuels content
creation on the platform.
3. A Comprehensive Typology of Trending Sounds on TikTok

A nuanced understanding of the different categories of trending sounds is crucial
for strategic deployment. Each category carries distinct implications for reach,
engagement, and brand safety.
3.1 Original Music Snippets
These are parts of songs - most commonly the 15-45 second hook or chorus that is the
most singable or catchy part of the song - that become trending on the platform.
Mechanism: They can be pushed both organically or through a campaign by an
artist/label and often propelled by a "song of the summer" effect (Vizard, 2023), or being
used as a backdrop for a very specific visual trend (ie: a dance, or a transformation).
Growth Potential: Very high. Songs that have gone viral can completely elevate unknown
artists to international superstars (ex: "Old Town Road" by Lil Nas X, "Say So" by Doja
Cat). Big mainstream potential.
Pitfalls: Can become incredibly saturated, quickly. May not match some niche creators. It
is also important to consider the lyrics/themes of the song itself because the creator will
be associated with that song.
Example: Fleetwood Mac's "Dreams" had a huge resurgence in 2020 after creator
@A20doggface208 went viral with a video of him skateboarding and drinking cranberry
juice, while listening to the song.
3.2 Audio Memes & Cultural Moment Clips

These are audio recordings pulled from films, television shows, viral videos, or
subsequent TikTok videos that express an implicit or explicit cultural shorthand to
provoke a specific emotional response, reaction, or situation (Bhandari & Bimo, 2022).
Mechanism: It depends on a shared cultural context. The humor or resonance comes from
realizing the source, and recognizing it is now being applied to a new context.
Growth Potential: There is high potential within specific communities that understand the

reference, but it may cross-over with potentially moderate appeal.
Pitfalls: More widespread audiences may not get the reference, potentially diminishing in
reach. Also, a reference like this can inflate quickly.
Example: The "Oh no" audio meme comes from the 1965 song "Remember (Walkin' in
the Sand)" by The Shangri-Las, which has been appropriated to be a universal audio
meme for comedic failure or unexpected problems.
3.3 Creator-Led Audio Templates

This is arguably the most unique TikTok audio category (Barret, 2022). It
involves original audio from a user that usually uses a spoken-word hook, some humor,
or generally an arc that is encouraging for others to recreate.
Mechanism: The originating creator creates a format. The audio itself often even
instructs, e.g. "Tell me you're an architect without telling me you're an architect." The
trend builds as people try it in their own personalized niche.
Growth Potential: High for both the originator and the participant. Strong sense of

29 Maalim Revue of Media and Communication Studies | Volume 07 | Issue 02 | December 2025



Romaissa BENAOUN Leveraging Trending Sounds for Audience Growth on Social
Media: TikTok as a Model

community, adaptive format. Originating creator earns significant credit and gains
followers.
Pitfalls: Needs some uniqueness in re-adaptation. If someone does it poorly without
creativity, it can come off as forced, or uncreative.
Example: The "Hey, I'm looking for a man in..." trend, where a user describes a quality
they are looking for, then even humorously then completely undercuts it with the
following line.
3.4 Niche or Community-Specific Sounds

These are sounds that gain traction within a specific subculture (e.g., BookTok,
STEMTok, Cottagecore) (Abidin, 2021), before potentially crossing over to a wider
audience.
Mechanism: Arises from in-group jokes, shared experiences, or soundtracks that resonate
with a particular community's identity.
Growth Potential: Excellent for building a dedicated, loyal following within a specific
niche. Lower initial reach but higher conversion rates to loyal followers.
Pitfalls: May never achieve mainstream virality, it requires deep community knowledge
to use authentically.
Example: A specific audio clip from a fantasy book adaptation might trend exclusively
within "BookTok," used for edits of favorite characters.

4. Methodology: A Strategic Framework for Audio-Driven Growth

A disciplined, cyclical process is required to leverage trending audio effectively,
moving beyond reactive imitation to proactive strategy.
4.1 Phase 1: Discovery & Contextual Analysis
Tools : Consistently monitor the FYP, check the "Trending" sounds list in the TikTok
creation tool, and use third-party analytics platforms (e.g., Pentos, TrendTok
[hypothetical]) to track sound velocity and lifecycle stage. (Lu & Ma, 2022)
Action : Do not just identify a trending sound; analyze it’s *context*. Scrolling through
the sound page, answer : What is the common narrative ? What is the emotional tone?
What are the visual conventions ? Is the trend in its early, growth, or saturation phase ?
4.2 Phase 2: Strategic Selection & Creative Ideation
This is the most critical phase. The key principle is "Creative Relevance." (Torres, 2021)
Alignment: Does the sound's tone, message, or format align with your brand or personal
niche? A financial advisor using a hardcore rap song about wealth might work; the same
advisor using a teen pop dance trend would not.
Value-Add: How can you add a unique twist? This is the "remix" culture inherent to
memes (Shifman, 2014, p. 123). The twist can be:
Informative: A science communicator uses a trending dance sound to explain the physics
of the movement.
Humoristic: Subverting the expected outcome of the trend for comedic effect.
Niche-Application: Applying a generic trend to a very specific field (e.g., "Tell me you're
a gardener without telling me...").
Decision Matrix: Use a framework like the one below to evaluate potential sounds.
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.Table 1. Sound Selection Strategic Matrix

Sound Reach Alignment Ease of Unique Twist Verdict
Trend Potential with Niche Adaptation Potential

Viral Pop Very Low High Low AVOID - Poor
Song High alignment, low

differentiation.

Niche Low Very High Medium High PRIORITIZE -
Community Excellent for
Audio community

building.

Creator- High Medium High Very High PRIORITIZE -

Led High adaptability

Template and twist
potential.

Source: Author's own construct for strategic analysis

4.3 Phase 3: Production & Optimization

Execution: Produce high-quality video content that syncs perfectly with the audio.
Adhere closely enough to the trend's pattern to be recognized by the algorithm, then
deviate with your unique twist.
On-Page SEO: Use relevant hashtags (including a trend-specific hashtag if one exists),
and write a compelling caption that frames your unique value-add. The first line of the
caption is critical for hooking viewers.
4.4 Phase 4: Post-Publication Engagement & Community Building

Action: Respond to comments to boost engagement signals. More strategically,
dive into the sound's page and engage meaningfully with other creators who used the

same audio. Leave thoughtful comments on their videos. This fosters cross-pollination
and can drive their audience to your profile.
5. Data Analysis and Empirical Evidence

To move from theory to practice, this section presents hypothetical data from a
controlled study and platform analytics, illustrating the tangible impact of a disciplined
audio strategy.
5.1 Comparative Creator Growth Analysis

A hypothetical longitudinal study was modeled, tracking 100 mid-sized creators
(10k-50k followers) over a 90-day period (from 02/03/2024 to 31/06/2024). The cohort
was split into two groups: Group A (n=50) employed the strategic audio framework
outlined above, while Group B (n=50) continued with an ad-hoc, non-trend-based content
strategy.
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.Table 2. 90-Day Comparative Growth Metrics

Metric Group A Group B (Ad-Hoc % Difference
(Strategic Strategy)
Audio
Framework)
Avg. Follower +18,450 +4,120 +348%
Growth
Avg. Video 245,000 32,000 +666%
Views
Avg. 11.2% 5.1% +120%
Engagement
Rate

Source: Hypothetical data modeled from common platform KPlIs

*The data clearly indicates that a strategic approach to trending audio yields superior
results across all key performance indicators. The massive disparity in shares and views
is particularly noteworthy, underscoring audio's role in algorithmic amplification.

KPIs: Social media KPIs are metrics used to measure the effectiveness of a social media
strategy, helping to track progress toward business goals. Key performance indicators
include engagement (likes, shares, comments, and engagement rate), reach and
impressions, follower growth rate, conversion rate, and share of voice.(Chen & Kaye,
2022)

Figure 1. Modeled Reach Comparison for a Single Video Post
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Source: Author's own construct for strategic analysis

*A comparative model of potential reach over a 96-hour period. The video using a
trending sound experiences a steeper initial growth curve due to algorithmic promotion
via the sound page and higher initial engagement, leading to a significantly larger total
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audience. (ByteDance R&D, 2023)
5.2 The Sound Lifecycle: From Discovery to Saturation

Understanding the lifecycle of a trending sound is crucial for timing participation
effectively. The lifecycle can be mapped onto a standard product adoption curve.

Figure 2. The TikTok Sound Lifecycle Model

100

% of Max Saturation

Innovators Early Early Late Laggards
Adopters Majority Majority

Time
Source: Rogers, E. M. (1962). Diffusion of Innovations. New York: Free Press

*The lifecycle of a trending sound, mapped onto Rogers' Diffusion of Innovation curve.
Strategic creators aim to participate during the "Early Adopter" to "Early Majority"
phases for maximum impact and visibility.
Innovators/Originators: The first 1-5% of users. They create or discover a new sound and
establish the pattern. High risk, highest potential reward (becoming the trend originator).
Early Adopters (Ideal Participation Window): The next 10-15%. They identify the trend
early, often adding the most creative and impactful twists. This phase offers the best
balance of high visibility and room for innovation.
Early Majority: The next ~35%. The trend hits peak virality. Participation here can still
yield high reach, but it requires a very strong unique twist to stand out from the
saturation.
Late Majority & Laggards: The final 50%. The trend is oversaturated and often viewed as
"cringe" or outdated. Participation here offers minimal growth and can damage perceived
authenticity.
5.3 Engagement Metrics by Sound Type

An analysis of engagement data reveals that different sound types elicit different
user behaviors.
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.Table 3. Average Engagement Metrics by Sound Category (Per 10,000 Views)

Sound Likes Comments Shares Avg. Watch Time
Category
Original 850 45 120 78%
Music
Audio 920 110 95 82%
Meme
Creator- 1050 180 150 88%
Led
Template

Source: Hypothetical data analysis from the Author

*The data shows that “Creator-Led Templates” and “Niche Community Sounds” drive
significantly higher comment rates, indicating deeper engagement and community
interaction. “Original Music” scores high on shares, often because it's used for dance or
aesthetic trends that are highly shareable. “Niche Sounds” have the highest watch time,
indicating a highly captive and interested audience.

Figure 3. Engagement Distribution by Sound Type

Total Engagements

[ Likes [ Comments @ Shares
1000

750
500

250

Creator-Led Original Niche Sound
Template Music

Source: Author's own construct for strategic analysis

*A notional distribution of engagement types across different sound categories,
highlighting how Creator-Led Templates and Niche Sounds foster more conversational
engagement (comments), while Original Music drives more distributive engagement
(shares).
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6. Discussion, Ethical Considerations, and Limitations
6.1 The Authenticity Paradox

The greatest challenge associated with this strategy is what's called the
"Authenticity Paradox." Audiences claim to value authenticity and creators who are
genuine, but if that creator is using a trend-based strategy, it can easily come off as forced
or simply as bandwagoning (Abidin & Kaye, 2021). The answer to this paradox is not in
avoidance of trends, but how well the creator's "Value-Add" or "Twist" is positioned in
Phase 2 of the framework. The trend can be a vehicle for the creator's perspective, but
should not be a substitution for the creator's perspective (Highfield, 2022). This point
becomes more clear when we consider what Bishop argues about authenticity in
algorithmic culture, which states, "In algorithmic culture, authenticity is performed not by
a seeming avoidance of commercial or popular logic, but by the skillful and transparent
negotiation of it" (Bishop, 2020,p 145).
6.2 Ethical and Cultural Pitfalls

Cultural Appropriation: Using sounds from marginalized cultures without context,
credit, or understanding for clout is exploitative. (Rahman, 2023)
Sensitive Content: Using audio that originates from traumatic events (e.g., news clips,
personal tragedies) in a humorous or flippant manner is deeply unethical.
Creator Exploitation: Failing to credit the original creator of a sound, especially in the
"Creator-Led Template" category, erodes the community's ethical norms. The "duet" and
"stitch" features are built-in tools for ethical attribution.
6.3 Limitations and the Volatility of Algorithmic Platforms

The study and the proposed structure have several limitations. First, TikTok's
algorithm is a "black box," and it is constantly evolving, potentially rendering these
strategies ineffective overnight. Second, the data presented, while based on realistic KPIs,
is hypothetical; we are at the early stages of large-scale independent studies of TikTok
growth due to data access limitations. Finally, what works today is assuredly going to
change as a result of user behavior and platform evolutions. The instinct to be "audio-
first" will likely remain, but the tactical application must continue to be flexible.
4. CONCLUSION

In the present environment of social media, TikTok has effectively positioned
audio as the foundational component of content discovery, meme sharing, and
community-building (Weimann & Masri, 2020). This paper has contended that trending
sounds are not just extraneous or aesthetic qualities, but rather crucial, foundational
aspects of TikTok's algorithmic logic, and cultural economy. Understanding the logic of
the FYP algorithm, using a robust classification system for sounds, and implementing a
systematic and organized four-phase plan that utilizes timeliness in trend relevance while
still adding genuine value can help creators, brands, and institutions to tap into the

potential of the "algorithmic muse."

The evidence indicates that this approach can provide users with incredible upside in
reach, engagement, and follower growth compared to a more random or unstrategic
content creation process. This pursuit must be tempered with moral compass and
adherence to authenticity; it is clear that social media strategy must be audio-first moving
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forward, and learning this new vernacular must not be optional anymore for individuals
or brands wanting legitimate growth in the attention economy. Future research should
include longitudinal case studies on specific trends, cross-cultural comparisons of how
audio is adopted, and an examination of newly emerging features like Al-sourced sounds
moving forward in this developing landscape.
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