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Abstract
Country music artists aspiring to sign with a major record label, win 

a music award, or achieve other goals associated with success in the music 
industry may experience difficulties in getting noticed by industry leaders 
and potential fans. Are there certain paths that are more productive, faster, 
or better overall for artists? The current study examines sixty-three award-
winning country music artists who found success within the twenty-first 
century and the various paths they followed to signing record deals and 
earning awards. The authors identified and grouped paths into thirteen cat-
egories, such as performing at bars and events, participating in a singing 
competition, and moving to Nashville. The results conclude through data 
visualization and regression analysis that while some paths propel artists 
to sign a record deal or release a debut album in the least amount of time, 
other paths are more profitable, sustainable, and productive. For example, 
the results show that most artists move to Nashville, release music, and 
sign publishing deals as part of their paths to success. Most artists begin 
their journeys playing in a band or participating in live performances, both 
of which lead to the longest music careers and highest net worth amounts. 
Moving to Nashville remains one of the fastest paths to get signed by a 
major record label. The results also suggest that a social media following 
positively influences net worth for artists. The research presents career 
development guidance for up-and-coming country music artists who wish 
to achieve greater brand awareness and gain support from music industry 
intermediaries.

https://doi.org/10.25101/23.4
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Introduction
In the American country music industry, particular accolades for an 

artist signal the achievement of success. Winning an annual award from 
a prominent music academy, advancing to the final rounds of a televised 
singing competition, and signing a deal with a major record label are 
among milestones that an artist can accomplish on the journey to success. 
Given the plethora of media types and ways to become discovered by in-
dustry professionals, are some routes to noticeability and success more 
commonly taken, effective, and lucrative than others? The current study 
examines the paths to winning a prominent country music award, includ-
ing the milestones an aspiring artist achieves and the various career devel-
opment activities that an artist undertakes on the way to success.

Background
Previous literature has examined the effect of various factors on 

artist success, such as radio play’s positive influence on song and album 
sales, newly released album sales’ positive influence on the sales of older 
albums by the same artist, and the correlation between YouTube music 
video views and record sales (Dewan and Ramaprasad 2014; Hendricks 
and Sorensen 2009; Kretschmer and Peukert 2018). Leenders et al. (2015) 
clustered Dutch artists into different groups based on the paths each artist 
followed, such as television exposure, CD recordings, and social media 
usage. The authors found that artists take a variety of routes to achieve 
greater exposure for their music and that working with a record label may 
be more lucrative for some artists over others (Leenders et al. 2015). One 
notable cluster, deemed the Emerging Star group, benefits from a combi-
nation of old and new media (e.g., television coverage and internet music 
streaming, respectively) (Leenders et al. 2015). Many of the artists in the 
Emerging Star cluster also work with a record label to a much higher ex-
tent than the other clusters (Leenders et al. 2015). The results reveal a con-
nection between artists aiming to reach mainstream success and the use of 
both traditional and new approaches to do so (Leenders et al. 2015).
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A study by Tompkins et al. (2021) focused solely on new media, 
most notably Spotify, as a way for independent folk artists to gain expo-
sure on a global scale. Among the eleven indie folk artists studied, 57 per-
cent of the artists’ streams stem from songs on Spotify playlists (Tompkins 
et al. 2021). Songs with a higher track popularity can catch the attention of 
Spotify curators who create editorial playlists, exposing independent art-
ists to even higher listenership (Tompkins et al. 2021). Playlists increase 
the likelihood that listeners who prefer a specific music genre will hear 
and discover artists from their favored music categories, providing artists 
with an easier way to reach their target markets compared to using more 
broadcasted methods (Spotify for Artists 2019; Tompkins et al. 2021).

The aforementioned studies allude to a possible shift in the way art-
ists gain further exposure for their music and gain the attention of industry 
professionals due to the rise of digital media. Despite the advantages of 
digital media, Everts et al. (2022) found that connecting with industry in-
termediaries to achieve long-term success remains a frequently traversed 
route among artists. Through twenty-one interviews of Dutch artists who 
performed at a music showcase festival, the authors learned that all of the 
artists plan to depend upon music industry intermediaries such as media 
companies, managers, and venues to achieve goals (Everts et al. 2022). 
As a way to get noticed by intermediaries, the artists develop a positive 
reputation through what they call milestones, such as releasing a single or 
playing a performance (Everts et al. 2022). Some artists liken achieving 
milestones to collecting currency or points, whereas the more milestones 
one achieves, the greater the career growth they experience (Everts et al. 
2022). The artists also recognize the supplemental value provided by pro-
motional tactics on social media platforms and listenership on Spotify, 
arguing that the tactics did not completely replace the value of working 
with intermediaries (Everts et al. 2022). Zawaan and ter Bogt (2009) inter-
viewed music industry executives to gain insight into the way the profes-
sionals evaluate artists before signing a deal with them. The professionals 
identify the following traits typically present in successful artists: charis-
ma, motivation, self-criticism, and the willingness to work hard (Zawaan 
and ter Bogt 2009). The professionals also mention the high frequency of 
connecting with artists through networking and further evaluating the art-
ists through demos (Zawaan and ter Bogt 2009).

The current study aims to quantitatively build on the previously men-
tioned findings to examine the most commonly taken paths artists follow 
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to achieve success in the twenty-first century. One can define success for 
artists from many different angles, such as by overall profitability, record 
sales, recognition by other artists, and performance frequency (Zawaan 
and ter Bogt 2009). The current study defines and operationalizes success 
as winning at least one award bestowed by music academies and trade as-
sociations such as the Country Music Association Entertainer of the Year 
award, the Academy of Country Music Female Vocalist of the Year award, 
and many others. The research focuses on the paths of artists in the Ameri-
can country music industry. Country music maintains a promising position, 
especially as recent trends signal country music’s strengthening popularity 
among younger generations. Generation Z and Millennials compose half 
of the listenership for country artists like Morgan Wallen, Luke Combs, 
and Zach Bryan (Garcia 2023). The 2023 Academy of Country Music 
Awards saw a viewership increase of 87% from 2022 (Grein 2023). Addi-
tionally, in 2022, the country music genre composed 8.9% of digital album 
sales and 12.4% of digital song sales (Luminate 2022). The country mu-
sic industry, like other music genres, bears its own connections, cultural 
hubs, and rituals that give rise to a unique way of showcasing oneself and 
performing to gain popularity. For instance, Nashville, Tennessee has long 
served as an epicenter of country music and carries the reputation as an 
important part of the city’s unique positioning (Rolling Stone, n.d.). An up-
and-coming country music artist may experience varying levels of prog-
ress based on the specific paths one follows, such as moving to Nashville. 
By examining the career paths of sixty-three country music artists, the 
current study aims to answer the following three key research questions:

RQ1: What are the distinct paths to success taken by 
country music artists?

RQ2: What is the “best” path to success with regard to 
efficiency, speed, profitability, sustainability, and produc-
tivity?

RQ3: Does a social media following have a stronger posi-
tive impact on a country music artist’s net worth relative 
to total albums produced and career productivity overall?
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To date, while other studies examine the way in which artists achieve 
success in the music industry overall and within some specific genres, very 
few studies have examined artists’ paths to success in the country music 
industry. Theoretically, the research builds on the work of Everts et al. 
(2022) to show that getting the attention of industry intermediaries and 
following a “traditional” path as an artist remains relevant in the current 
time and applies to the country music industry in the United States. The 
research provides scholars with additional evidence regarding the most ef-
fective ways to predict artist success and contributes to previous literature 
by extending the study of artist career paths to a specific genre. Manageri-
ally, the results show the most lucrative path for aspiring country music 
artists, proposing practical milestones and steps to achieve one’s career 
success. The work also serves as a guide for music educators in mentor-
ing students who wish to follow similar career paths. The study presents 
an original contribution to the music marketing industry by distinguishing 
different paths taken by country music artists and presenting evidence for 
why particular paths hold a high likelihood of yielding positive invest-
ments based on an artist’s individual goals.

Methodology
In order to derive the most productive or fastest path for an artist, 

data was compiled on a group of twenty-first-century country singers. The 
study examined the journeys of solo country musicians who are deemed 
successful. Success, as previously defined, was operationalized by earning 
a country music award. The sixty-three artists used in the data were chosen 
based on the criterion of having received at least one award in the follow-
ing fifteen major award categories from 2000 to 2023:

• Billboard Top Country Artist
• Billboard Female Top Country Artist
• Billboard Male Top Country Artist
• Billboard Top New Country Artist
• Country Music Association (CMA) Entertainer of the Year
• CMA Female Vocalist of the Year
• CMA Male Vocalist of the Year
• CMA New Artist of the Year
• Academy of Country Music (ACM) Female Vocalist of the Year
• ACM Male Vocalist of the Year
• ACM New Female Vocalist of the Year
• ACM New Male Vocalist of the Year
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• Grammys’ Best Country Solo Performance
• Grammys’ Best Female Country Vocal Performance
• Grammys’ Best Male Country Vocal Performance

All of these awards that define success are based on the artists’ vocal skill, 
performance, and prominence in the country music genre. Furthermore, 
considering the top artist accolades awarded by different organizations 
provides a wider perspective on artists’ accomplishments. For example, 
pulling from Billboard focuses on what the fans think of the artist while 
pulling from the Academy of Country Music, The Grammys, and The 
Country Music Association provides insight from industry leaders.

A partial thematic analysis and quantitative assessment was con-
ducted by examining biographies, which include Wikipedia, Chartmetric, 
AllMusic, and Biography.com, and various news articles of each artist, 
and gathering information on age, gender, cumulative awards won (based 
on the awards listed above), the paths they took to gain exposure, the most 
dominant path, their first record label, the date of the record deal, their 
age when they received the deal, the artist’s current record label and its 
parent company, net worth, total albums from AllMusic discography, fol-
lowers from these social media platforms: Spotify, YouTube, TikTok, Ins-
tagram, SoundCloud, Facebook, and Twitter, and if the artist was accepted 
or rejected by the singing competitions American Idol, The Voice, Nash-
ville Star, and others. Additional data were collected from Chartmetric in 
2023, which include the platform’s assessment for the artist’s career stage. 
The thematic analysis helped in creating categories or themes based upon 
which paths the artist took to achieve success. Descriptive coding was 
used to consolidate the paths. The authors discussed interpretive discrep-
ancies among the group and reached 100 percent agreement on all path 
categories. A complete list of the sources can be found in the Appendix: 
Artist Data References.

The awards we investigated were ones presented from the year 2000 
to 2023. Artists who were over the age of sixty and only received one 
award in the twenty-first century were removed from the sample, as the 
artists do not represent twenty-first-century strategies and paths. The re-
moved artists achieved success during a time in which the factors in the 
external environment differed greatly from those in the last twenty years, 
and they were not dominant artists in the twenty-first century. The sample 
retained artists who were over sixty years of age but received more than 
one award, as the artists are still dominant in the twenty-first century, as 
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evidenced by their ability to receive more than one award. The sample re-
tained artists who received one award but were younger than sixty years of 
age, as the artists represent aspiring musicians who want to gain exposure. 
Therefore, their paths and strategies are relevant to the study.

Analysis and Results
The authors analyzed the data using the approaches of data visual-

ization and regression analysis. Tableau was utilized to visualize the data. 
The final sample contained sixty-three country music artists with an aver-
age age of 43.5 years. Sixty-five percent of the sample identified as male, 
5% of the sample identified as African American, and 95% of the sample 
identified as White. According to Chartmetric’s assessment for the artist’s 
career stage, our sample included all five stages of artists: 2 in legend-
ary status, 26 superstar, 26 mainstream, 6 mid-level, and 3 developing. 
The authors found 189 distinct paths, or actions taken (e.g., competing 
in a singing competition, performing in a band), by an artist. The authors 
coded each path into thirteen path categories, defined in Table 1.

The descriptions of the path categories are provided as well. Some 
categories include multiple similar activities, for example, “Released Mu-
sic/Record” is used to group self-released single, self-released album, self-
released EP, regional label album release, demo, etc. Some path catego-
ries are more specific in nature than others. “Networking Connection” and 
“Record Label Internship” both involve artists connecting with individu-
als in the music industry, but the paths differ in that the latter focuses on 
connections made specifically through holding a job position while the 
former encompasses a variety of ways in which one could make a con-
nection (e.g., in a casual conversation, at an event, etc.). These categories 
were developed iteratively. First, the assessment of the path was conduct-
ed by two separate coders. The paths were coded using terms closely rep-
resented in the biographical documents. Discrepancies between the coders 
were discussed with collaboration of the third coder. The initial round of 
coding resulted in sixty-one unique paths. Then, three coders iteratively 
condensed the number of paths by categories down to the final thirteen.

Path 
Category Path Description

1 Moved to 
Nashville

The artists who took this path decided to move to 
Nashville in order to pursue music. This path was made 
evident when researching the artist biographies.
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Path 
Category Path Description

2 Released 
Music/Record

This path consists of any type of released music or 
recording that is documented in their biography.
This may include:
recording, self-released single
self-released album
self-released EP
regional label album release
demo
independently-released CD
independently-released single
privately recorded CD
released a duet single

3 Publishing 
Deal

The artists who took this path signed a publishing deal 
with a major or independent publisher.

4 Band

The artists who took this path established a band and 
performed in clubs, bars, local events, etc. Some artists 
toured with their band across the country while others 
stayed in college towns. The main distinction between 
the band and performance paths is from the distinctions 
made in the research biographies of the artists. The 
research presented that the artist joined an already 
formed band or created a band rather than solely 
pursuing an individual career with musicians who backed 
up the artist. The entire band was the focus rather than 
the artist. For example, the band had a name rather than 
just the name of the artist. If the research did not provide 
band names, but mentioned that the artist “formed a 
band” or “joined a band,” the artist was considered to 
have taken the band path.

5 Performance

This path consists of any type of musical performance 
by the artist not including a band. If the focus of the 
performance was on the individual artist rather than 
the musicians performing with the artist, it falls into this 
category.
They may include performing at:

bars  clubs  local events
church talent shows self-tours
gigs  parties  resorts
jamborees Dollywood cafes
showcases Grand Ole Opry
openings for another artist
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Path 
Category Path Description

6 Networking 
Connection

The artists who took this path made a networking 
connection by meeting someone who connected them 
with an industry professional. The path was classified 
as a networking connection especially when it was a 
spontaneous connection, a connection through people 
they knew, or a connection through a band that helped 
them meet those in the industry. It was not tied to a hired 
job position or a deal/contract with a label. While other 
artists may have made networking connections, the 
research did not distinguish that contribution.

7 Singing 
Competition

The artists who took this path tried out for a singing 
competition. Some artists were accepted into the 
competitions (and some of those artists won) while others 
were rejected. The path was attempted by the artist, so it 
is considered a path. The singing competitions included 
are: American Idol The Voice

 Nashville Star Gimme the Mic

8
Artist 
Development 
Deal

The artists who took this path signed an artist 
development deal or professional development deal with 
a major or independent label.

9 Acting/
Dancing

The artists who took this path had prior exposure through 
an acting or dancing career.

10 Songwriting

The artists who took this path decided to pursue 
songwriting, sign a songwriting contract, sign a 
songwriter development deal, or pursue a songwriting 
partnership (with another artist).

11 Moved to Los 
Angeles

The artists who took this path decided to move to Los 
Angeles in order to pursue music. This path was made 
evident when researching the artist biographies.

12 Record Label 
Internship

The artists who took this path got a record label 
internship in order to establish connections in the field. 
While this may also be considered a type of networking 
connection, it was separated from that category in order 
to provide more detail.

13 YouTube

The artists who took this path had music that went viral 
on the YouTube platform. While other artists may have 
had their music on the platform as well, the research did 
not distinguish that contribution.

Table 1.  Major path categories.
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Four artists in the sample took only one path. Overall, an artist takes 
three paths on average. Artists who take more than two paths spend about 
six years on the first path. Artists who take more than three paths spend 
about 2.4 years on the second path. Artists who take more than four paths 
spend 1.9 years on the third path. This analysis indicates that artists spend 
more time in earlier paths. Figure 1 represents the flow of multiple paths 
leading to career milestones of signing a record deal with a major record 
label and releasing a debut album. Regardless of the number or order of 
the paths taken, the combination of the paths lead to the two milestones for 
each artist in the sample.

The five dark bars in Figure 2 represent the top five most frequently 
taken paths, taken by more than 40 percent of the artists. The names of 
the paths are listed to the left side of the figure. The length of the bar 
represents the number of artists in our sample who took that path, and the 
actual number of artists is labeled to the right side of the bar. A single art-
ist is only counted once for one path or bar, although a single artist can be 
represented more than once within the figure since they may have pursued 
more than one path to obtain their success. Among the thirteen categories, 
“Moved to Nashville” displays the highest frequency, with 65% of the art-
ists moving to Nashville at some point in their careers. The authors then 
examined the dominant path, or the path that immediately preceded an art-
ist’s first signing with a major record label (Figure 3). A single artist is only 
counted once in this figure. The most frequent dominant paths comprises 
ten out of the thirteen total path categories, with “Released Music/Re-
cord” being the most frequent dominant path (21% of all artists). “Moved 
to Nashville,” the most commonly taken path, is the third most frequent 
dominant path. “Artist Development Deal,” “Record Label Internship,” 
and “YouTube” paths are not among the dominant paths. Only two artists 
took the YouTube path. One of the artists, Zach Bryan, has not signed a 

Figure 1.  Artists’ paths and milestones.
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record deal with a major record label. Therefore, the authors excluded the 
artist from further analyses.

Next, the authors examined the first paths most frequently taken by 
the artists (Figure 4). A single artist is only counted once in this figure. A 
first path signifies the beginning of an artist’s career. “Band” claims the 
top spot as the most frequently taken first path, with “Performance” and 
“Moved to Nashville” being the second and third most frequent paths, 
respectively. “Band” and “Performance” differ in that the former denotes 
that an artist joined or created and performed with a band, and the latter 
includes any performance (e.g., performing at bars, talent shows) other 
than a performance from a band. Overall, 73 percent of artists took one 
of the top four paths as his or her first path. The most frequent first paths 
reflect only eight of the thirteen path categories. For instance, “Publishing 
Deal” is the third most commonly taken path, but it is not among the most 
frequent first paths.

Figure 2.  Paths most commonly taken by artists.

Figure 3.  Dominant paths (paths preceding signing first major 
record label).

Figure 4.  First paths.
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The artist selection criteria for the research are awards; therefore, 
the highest numbers of awards were used to approximate the “best” paths. 
Figure 5 displays the average awards earned by each artist based on the 
first paths taken. “Performance” represents the best first path if an artist 
aims to receive a high number of country music awards. “Band” marks 
the second most awarded path, and “Moved to Nashville” yields the third 
highest average number of awards. In addition, the authors tested the dif-
ferences in awards between the “Performance” path and the other top three 
paths. The “Performance” path results in a significantly higher number of 
awards than the paths of “Band” ( p < 0.05), “Moved to Nashville” ( p < 
0.05), and “Release Music/Record” ( p < 0.05). Other comparisons were 
not conducted due to small sample sizes.

In analyzing the fastest path to signing with a major record label, 
the authors used the first identifiable path in an artist’s career. The aver-
age number of years taken to get signed by a major record label indicates 
the length of the path. In other words, the shorter the length, the faster the 
path. Figure 6 shows the three most commonly taken paths highlighted 
in a darker shade. For each path, the average number of years taken to 
get signed by a major record label are listed to the right side of the bar. 
“Singing Competition” includes trying out and competing on a singing 
competition show (e.g., American Idol, The Voice) and represents the fast-
est path. “Performance,” the most commonly taken as well as the best 
path identified earlier, takes the longest (15.1 years) to get signed. “Band” 
takes an average of 10.1 years, and “Moved to Nashville” takes 6.1 years. 
It appears the best paths are inversely related to the speed to get signed by 
a major record label.

Once signed by a record label, artists take about 1.2 years on average 
to release a debut album. The shortest time again is the “Singing Competi-
tion” path, as it is contractually mandated to release the album for the win-
ner. Figure 7 shows that the “Performance” path artists (1.28 years) release 
debut albums faster than artists on the “Band” (1.4 years) and “Moved 

Figure 5.  Best paths—average awards for paths.
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to Nashville” paths (2.08 years). The finding reveals the importance of 
performance, which develops the foundation of an artist’s career. Through 
performance and playing music in a band in front of a live audience, an 
artist receives constant feedback from the audience and critics. The pro-
cess presents opportunities for the artist to consistently refine and improve 
based on both negative and positive criticisms. The grit develops naturally 
through this process. Similarly, the process of creating and refining an al-
bum requires such character and persistence. Therefore, an artist who has 
been performing for years will have the skills and readiness to release an 
album relatively quickly.

The authors used the net worth of an artist to represent a path’s prof-
itability. Figure 8 displays the most profitable paths of “Performance” 
and “Band,” with average net worth of over $106 million and nearly $83 
million, respectively. The average net worth was about $23.68 million. 
All other paths result in lower lucrativeness when comparing average net 
worth, which again enforces the relevance of an artist being equipped with 
performing experience. On average, artists who moved to Nashville to 
begin their careers amassed about a $6.5 million net worth.

Figure 6.  Fastest paths (beginning of career to signed by a 
major label).

Figure 7.  Fastest path (from signed by a major label to re-
leased first record).

Figure 8.  Average net worth for paths.
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The artists in the sample vary by age, which means that some artists 
have had a longer period of time in their lives to be productive in music. 
To account for the difference in productive years across the sample, the 
authors measured the average net worth by dividing by the length of each 
artist’s productive career (the productive career starts from when an art-
ist was first signed by a major record label). The calculation allows for a 
fairer comparison of the paths by comparing the net worth accumulation 
on a yearly basis. The same three paths (displayed in Figure 9) prevail as 
the most profitable: “Performance,” “Band,” and “Moved to Nashville.” 
“Performance,” which yields a yearly average net worth of nearly $4.4 
million, is followed by “Band” with over $2.8 million. The average yearly 
net worth reaches almost $1.2 million. “Moved to Nashville” and “Re-
lease Music/Record” both hover around a half-a-million dollar annual net 
worth. In addition, the authors found that the net worth of “Performance” 
significantly exceeds “Moved to Nashville” ( p < 0.05). Similarly, the 
“Performance” net worth is significantly higher than “Released Music/
Record” ( p < 0.05). The small sample sizes of other paths disallowed an 
appropriate test for differences.

To assess the sustainability and productivity of each path, the au-
thors first compared the career length of the paths. The most sustainable 
“Band” path shows the longest career with just over 23 years on average. 
“Performance” shows a duration of almost 20 years, and “Networking 
Connection” marks the third most sustainable with 17.5 years. “Moved to 
Nashville” claims the fourth spot with about 14 years, which is also the 
overall average career length in the study. The most sustainable paths—
“Band” and “Performance”—show that having strong networking circles 
can boost an artist’s career. Figure 10 displays the average career length 
for paths.

The authors also examined the productivity, or the average number 
of albums of the artists by path, displayed in Figure 11. Again, “Band” and 
“Performance” result in the most productive career paths, as artists taking 

Figure 9.  Average net worth by career length for paths.
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the paths produced the most albums. Specifically, the “Band” path yields 
an average of 12.3 albums and the “Performance” path yields an average 
of 9.2 albums. Overall, artists produce an average 5.3 albums.

Only two artists in the dataset were categorized as starting their 
journeys on social media. However, it is unarguable that to stay relevant 
in today’s music industry, artists need to be active on social platforms. 
Therefore, to assess the role of social media in a country music artist’s 
success, the authors conducted a regression analysis to assess the influence 
of social media followers, along with total albums and career productivity 
(the productivity of a given artist between the signing with the first record 
label to the present time), on an artist’s net worth. The authors collected 
the number of subscribers on YouTube and followers on Spotify, TikTok, 
Instagram, SoundCloud, Facebook, and Twitter before analyzing the in-
fluence of the number of followers on each type of social media platform 
on an artist’s net worth. The number of Facebook followers provides the 
highest explanatory power (32% of the variance) for net worth among all 
social platforms. The model in Figure 12 explains 60% of the variance in 
net worth, with all three variables—Facebook followers, total albums, and 
productive career—positively influencing net worth.

The research provides compelling evidence that “old school” paths 
such as “Performance” and “Band” have continued to be viable in the last 
two decades. The paths, although time-consuming, provide the environ-
ment and time artists need to develop and hone their craft. However, there 
are also young artists like Zach Bryan who started his career on YouTube 
and earned the ACM Award for New Male Artist of the Year in 2023. Does 

Figure 10.  Average career length for paths in years.

Figure 11.  Average albums.
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the data signal an emergence of a new order? While social media platforms 
have not marked the start of a career for most of the award-winning coun-
try music artists, platform use by younger artists as attempted “shortcuts” 
remains inevitable. The research indicates that while an artist may find it 
easy to start on YouTube, the artist also has to put in the work needed to 
develop oneself and perform in front of audiences. On the other hand, the 
research also highlights the importance of developing social media fol-
lowings, as they can impact an artist’s net worth.

Discussion
In the current study, the authors aimed to explore the relationships 

between the paths taken by country music artists and the subsequent mile-
stones of success, notably the achievement of at least one widely recog-
nized award in the music industry. After collecting data on the demograph-
ics, awards, career paths, and social media performance of sixty-three 
twenty-first-century country music artists, the authors sought to answer 
three main research questions.

RQ1: What are the distinct paths to success taken by 
country music artists?

A path was defined as a major action or occurrence in an artist’s life 
that contributed to advancing one’s country music career, and success was 
operationalized as winning a country music award. The authors examined 

Figure 12.  Regression model—factors influence net worth.
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the journey of each artist in the sample, beginning with the first path tak-
en and ending with the reception of a country music award. The authors 
coded the paths into the thirteen distinct path categories defined in Table 
1. Each artist took at least one of the paths during his or her lifetime, and 
most artists took more than one of the paths.

The results show that not all paths are taken in an established order. 
For example, artist Toby Keith originally performed with a band before 
moving to Nashville to launch his solo career. Keith distributed his music 
by playing gigs at night and performing on the streets during the day while 
handing out copies of his demo (Lamare 2018). Keith provided a copy of 
the demo to a flight attendant on the night he was going to quit (Lamare 
2018). Coincidentally, the flight attendant knew a record executive at Mer-
cury Records, which created a valuable connection to boost Keith’s career. 
Carrie Underwood, another well-known country music artist, performed 
in church, plays, and talent shows throughout her youth before competing 
on the show American Idol (Ray 2022). Overall, while particular paths 
seem to increase an artist’s likelihood for signing with a record label and 
winning a country music award, paths can be taken in various orders and 
combinations. An important message from analyzing this research ques-
tion is that artists must be aware that multiple paths are perhaps mandatory 
to shape the success of an artist. Not gaining success from one path should 
not deter artists from their dreams. Persistent efforts over many paths over 
many years is typical for award winning artists.

RQ2: What is the “best” path to success with regard to 
efficiency, speed, profitability, sustainability, and produc-
tivity?

Upon suggesting that a country music artist can follow one of many 
paths as opposed to one “right” path, the study also shows that an artist’s 
chosen path may differ based on the value one seeks. With further data vi-
sualization, the results reiterate Nashville’s standing as the “Music City,” 
with most of the artists in the sample moving to the city at some point 
before getting signed to a record label (The Tennessean 2019). Many influ-
ential entities related to the country music industry and culture, such as the 
Grand Ole Opry, Music Row, the Country Music Hall of Fame and Mu-
seum, and a slew of country music bars, call Nashville home (Nashville 
Music City, n.d.; The Tennessean 2019). Given the connection to country 
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music and the anticipated industry network an artist has the opportunity 
to experience in the city, one could argue that the popularity of moving to 
Nashville to pursue success is expected.

The most dominant paths, or the paths preceding an artist’s signing 
with a record label, equate to releasing music and undergoing a publishing 
deal. Industry professionals may view the release of music as an indicator 
of an artist’s determination, recording experience, and capability of creat-
ing a final product. While some aspects of publishing deals remain similar 
to record deals, such as working alongside a record label to promote one’s 
music, publishing deals allow artists to relinquish the copyright to the mu-
sical works they record and receive assistance from a record label with 
regard to promoting the songs and gaining more airplay (Roland, n.d.). 
One could argue that both releasing music and carrying out a publishing 
deal involve elements that make signing a record deal a natural next step. 
For example, Maren Morris tried out for The Voice and American Idol. 
After rejected from both competitions, Morris self-released an eponymous 
EP on Spotify in 2015 (Editors 2021). Morris continued to use the music 
streaming service to disseminate her music to her fans, potential fans, and 
industry executives (Editors 2021). Morris’ EP led to Columbia Nashville, 
part of Sony Music Nashville, offering her a record deal (Editors 2021).

The most common first paths of “Band” and “Performance” reflect 
an artist’s efforts to promote one’s singing and reach greater brand aware-
ness in front of an audience when getting started. “Performance” and 
“Band” also lead to earning the highest average number of awards per art-
ist, which aligns with the criterion of quality vocal performance for many 
of the awards featured in the study.

Interestingly, competing in a singing competition aligns with the 
highest speed to getting signed by a record label, perhaps due to competi-
tions’ highly broadcasted nature, appeal to a wide variety of viewers, and 
structure of amenities for top contestants. For example, American Idol and 
other singing competitions such as The Voice award a record deal to the 
winning contestant, contributing to a singing competition as the speediest 
path to achieving milestones (Spencer 2021; The U.S. Sun 2022). Once 
signed by a record label, artists who take the “Performance” path experi-
ence one of the shortest time durations out of all of the paths before re-
leasing a debut album. Though moving to Nashville and singing in a band 
render lucrative results by other measures, performing enables an artist to 
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continue to refine singing skills and the ability to connect with the audi-
ence.

The paths of “Band” and “Performance” show further advantages 
when evaluated for profitability, sustainability, and productivity. The two 
paths consistently relate to achieving a high net worth, experiencing a long 
career, and producing the most albums. The results paint a scene of the 
striving artist who performs in bars and at events, interacting with the 
audience, and creating a memorable experience for listeners. Performing 
and playing in bands helps an artist to increase exposure, promote brand 
awareness, and build a fan base, which will hopefully lead to signing a 
record deal and winning a country music award.

RQ3: Does a social media following have a stronger posi-
tive impact on a country music artist’s net worth relative 
to total albums produced and career productivity overall?

To address the final research question, a regression analysis of social 
media followers on net worth revealed a powerful influence from Face-
book follower quantities. A strong social media following positively con-
tributes most to an artist’s net worth, surpassing the influence of an artist’s 
total number of albums and overall career productivity (i.e., the length of 
time from signing with a major record label to the present). Social me-
dia currently stands as one of the most prolific ways to gather a follow-
ing, spread information, and interact with fans. For instance, Luke Combs 
used social media in his early career, posting YouTube videos of himself 
playing. Although the social media exposure failed to result in a record 
deal, the exposure enabled Combs to build a fan base before moving to 
Nashville (Dineen, n.d.). Taylor Swift, another well-known country music 
artist, uses Facebook to promote herself through project updates, articles, 
and blogs. Additionally, she establishes a connection with her fans and 
contributes to her brand image via Twitter (Azyan, n.d.). While the results 
show that Facebook follower quantity most significantly influences an art-
ist’s net worth compared to the number of albums produced and overall 
career productivity, results in the study also provide support for more “tra-
ditional” paths, such as moving to Nashville and performing live. In the 
current time, artists would do well to pursue both traditional paths and 
maintain an active social media presence.
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Conclusion and Future Research
The research findings managerially and theoretically contribute in 

several ways. First, the study builds on previous literature by exploring 
music artist career paths in the country music genre and proposing data-
driven solutions for artists aiming to achieve specific goals and career suc-
cess. Qualitative interviews in studies such as Everts et al. (2022) set a 
foundation by discussing artist characteristics and tactics aligned with ca-
reer success. The current study extends the academic literature by showing 
specific tactics and paths that help artists achieve milestones, like signing 
a record deal and winning an award, based on a sample of artists who have 
already achieved such milestones. The data points analyzed were gathered 
from a vast multitude of sources and combined to produce a detailed set 
of career paths for sixty-three country music artists. Scholars can expand 
upon the dataset to conduct future research analyses that examine other 
aspects of country music artist careers.

From a theoretical standpoint, the research findings show that though 
social media tactics can positively boost an artist’s journey to success, 
paths seen as more “traditional” in nature, such as performing at live gigs 
and releasing independent albums, remain the primary drivers of artist 
milestone achievement. Our study makes a significant contribution to the 
literature and understanding of career development and success of country 
music artists. The findings of our study can also be relevant to profes-
sionals who develop and market artists in the music industry, as well as 
to educators who play an important role in the growth and guidance of 
their students. It’s important to identify artists who have spent adequate 
time honing their craft. Talent managers and music labels need to provide 
realistic guidance to young talent and provide insights from this study to 
encourage a steady stream of development activities.

Future research could further explore the role of social media in 
one’s path to success. Of consumers aged 18 to 24 years, 45% rely on 
TikTok for music discovery (News Team 2023). Even more, 67% of Tik-
Tok users will likely look up a song via a streaming service after hearing 
the song featured on a TikTok post (Whateley 2023). The nature of the 
current study could also be expanded to other genres such as hip-hop. Al-
ternative definitions of success could be employed to study, for example, 
independent musicians. Even more, future studies could explore whether 
different markers of success are most beneficial at certain periods in one’s 
music career. Additional research could also consider the lifestyle deci-
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sions musicians make, as well as the struggles they undergo, to support 
themselves and maintain a sustainable source of income in the live gig 
economy. Lastly, artist paths in country music could be examined from 
a gender standpoint to observe differences and the ways in which one’s 
gender may advantage or disadvantage working toward success. Watson 
(2019) revealed inequitable gender representation in the country music 
genre, shown by trends such as the outperformance of females by male 
country music artists with various chart performance measures. A com-
parison of the paths of male and female country music artists, as well as 
other factors like ethnicity, could be further explored in the future to spot 
and provide insight into inequities in the industry.
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