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As K-pop targets U.S. market, USC report shows genre losing cultural identity
Los Angeles, CA—December 1, 2025—K-pop may be breaking global charts, but according to startling new USC Anneberg research, it is paying a cultural price. 
The study finds that many Korean acts are softening their acoustic identity and embracing English-heavy pop formulas to break through in the U.S.––raising urgent questions about what “K-pop” will even mean in the next decade. 
“K-pop didn’t become a global force by sounding like everything else,” said Dr. Hye Jin Lee, a USC Annenberg professor specializing in K-pop, transnational fandoms, and global media flows. “What we’re seeing now is not just musical adaptation but cultural negotiation. The U.S. market still acts as a gatekeeper, and Korean artists are adjusting their identity to pass through.”
U.S. Market Pressure Reshaping Korean Music
According to the study, this shift is linked directly to the industry’s global strategy. While K-pop is widely consumed across Asia, Latin America, and Europe, researchers found that record labels continue to view success in the U.S. as the benchmark for true “global” legitimacy.
The report highlights several driving forces:
· Radio Gatekeeping: U.S. radio remains resistant to non-English music unless it fits familiar sonic templates.
· Grammy Eligibility: Major labels increasingly prioritize English releases to position artists for Grammy recognition.
· Streaming Algorithms: Global playlists often reward songs that resemble U.S. Top 40 production norms.
· Brand Partnerships: Sponsors prefer English-language material for commercial sync placements.
“Global doesn’t mean culture-neutral,” Dr. Lee added. “But the industry often behaves like it does.”
Fans Are Noticing the Shift
The report also incorporates survey responses from over 3,000 global fans, many of whom expressed concern that K-pop’s unique identity—rooted in multilingualism, genre experimentation, and high-concept storytelling—is fading as groups chase Western validation. Fans cited examples such as:
· English-only releases that “sound like any Western pop group.”
· Music videos with fewer culturally specific visuals.
· Albums designed primarily for U.S. touring and radio markets rather than Korean comeback cycles.
Yet, the study acknowledges that some fans support the shift, viewing it as a way for artists to receive recognition in a highly competitive global industry.
Why This Matters Now
With K-pop projected to exceed $20 billion in global value by 2030, the findings reveal an urgent tension at the heart of its expansion:
Can K-pop maintain its cultural identity while trying to dominate the world’s biggest music market?
According to the researchers, the answer will shape not only the sound of the next generation of Korean artists—but also the future of global pop culture itself.

About the USC Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism
The USC Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism is a global leader in education and research at the intersection of media, culture, and communication. With top-ranked programs in journalism, public relations, communication, entertainment studies, and media analytics, USC Annenberg fosters innovation, critical inquiry, and meaningful engagement across rapidly evolving industries.
Audience: K-Pop fans (18-34), music fans (25-40), music industry professionals (30-50)
Outlet: Music industry trade publications, Billboard, Variety, Forbes, The Hollywood Reporter, NYLON

Can K-Pop Stay K-Pop When It’s Made for Americans?
Thought Leadership Piece by Maria Leyva- Hernandez
K-pop has never been shy about its global ambitions. For more than a decade, Korean entertainment companies have invested in international tours, multilingual versions of singles, and collaborations with Western artists. But over the last few years, a deeper shift has taken hold—one that raises an uncomfortable question for fans and industry watchers alike: Can K-pop stay K-pop when it’s increasingly designed for American audiences?
The answer isn’t as simple as nostalgia versus progress. It’s about power. And in global music, power still sits overwhelmingly in the United States. Breaking into the U.S. market has long been treated as the final badge of global legitimacy.
 A No. 1 debut on the Billboard 200, a performance slot on an American late-night show, a radio hit in Los Angeles or New York often matters more than chart dominance in Seoul, Jakarta, or São Paulo. As a result, the U.S. becomes not just another market, but the market. And that distinction is reshaping the very DNA of K-pop.
The most visible sign of this shift is language. English-only singles, once an anomaly, are now a strategic necessity. Groups hoping for radio play are told—implicitly and explicitly—that non-English lyrics limit their chances. Streaming algorithms reward the familiar, and American pop formulas remain the blueprint. Korean acts, eager to compete, increasingly craft music that mirrors U.S. Top 40 trends: predictable buildups, muted vocal layering, and a “universal” sound that is less Korean and more generically global.
But “universal” is often just another word for “Western.”
Part of the pressure comes from the sheer cost of producing and promoting a K-pop group. As reported by industry analysts, debuting a typical five-member group can cost up to ₩900 million KRW (about $786,000 USD), just for initial training. Add in album production, music videos, and promotional campaigns—and the total for a single group can easily exceed $1 million USD.
In that context, prioritizing a U.S.-ready, broadly palatable “global pop” sound isn’t just about creative choice—it’s a financial incentive. Labels and management companies view success in the U.S. as not only symbolic but also economically strategic. One recent analysis of global music markets cited that the U.S. industry — valued at tens of billions — still exerts outsized influence on global music norms and visibility.
But here lies the tension: K-pop’s rise wasn’t driven by its resemblance to American pop. Its power came from unapologetic difference — genre-blending, high-concept visuals, narrative-rich music videos, stylized choreography, and yes, the Korean language itself. These elements didn’t make K-pop niche—they made it magnetic.
Now, some of those defining markers are being softened. Music videos are adopting Western aesthetics (think of BTS’s Dynamite). Choreography is streamlined to appeal to international audiences or fit global tour logistics. Albums follow Western release cycles by being released at 12am EST, and increasingly, songs are tailored to suit streaming algorithms and U.S. radio standards. Entirely English releases, crafted for radio programmers, sanitize the linguistic creativity that once distinguished the genre.
Adapting isn’t inherently negative. Artists evolve; markets grow. Many Korean acts legitimately want to reach audiences who don’t share their language or cultural background. No one can fault ambition or global mindedness.
The problem arises when adaptation becomes expectation—when the U.S. market dictates not just what is popular, but what is permissible.
Fans feel this tension acutely. A growing number worry that K-pop is losing its identity in the pursuit of U.S. visibility. The complaint isn’t that Korean artists are singing in English, but that the music is starting to sound indistinguishable from Western acts who already dominate the airwaves. Meanwhile, other fans celebrate the shift, seeing it as a sign of Korean artists finally receiving the recognition they deserve.
And yet, the future isn’t predetermined. K-pop remains one of the few global genres where non-Western language, aesthetics, and storytelling have achieved massive international success. If any industry can redefine what “global pop” looks and sounds like, it’s Korea’s.
As K-pop’s footprint expands, the industry faces a pivotal choice: chase the U.S. by assimilation or challenge it by offering something unmistakably Korean. The answer will determine not just the next wave of hits, but the very meaning of K-pop in a world where “global” too often means “American.”
The future of K-pop may have to depend on its ability to do what made it successful in the first place: refuse to blend in.


For: Rolling stone, LA Times, Billboard Opinion, NPR, NY Times Op-ed, Pitchfork, 

K-Pop Is Still K-Pop.
Creative Brief:
1. What is the task?
To develop a headline and visual concept for an ad campaign that reassures audiences that K-Pop retains its core identity—even as it evolves for global audiences.
2. What is the goal?
To counter the narrative that K-Pop is “losing its magic” or becoming “too Westernized,” and instead highlight that its signature qualities—performance, production, storytelling, fandom culture—remain intact. The goal is to re-spark interest, reaffirm authenticity, and encourage both former fans and skeptics to re-engage with the genre.
3. Why do we need this?
Because as K-Pop expands globally, some fans feel disconnected or believe the genre has shifted away from its roots. This perception can create resistance to new releases and hesitancy to explore evolving sounds. This campaign reframes evolution as continuity, reminding audiences that K-Pop’s foundation is still present and thriving.
4. Who are we speaking to?
a. Former K-Pop fans who feel the genre has changed “too much”
b. Music enthusiasts who are skeptical of K-Pop’s global direction
c. General listeners who may not understand the genre’s evolution
d. Anyone resistant to listening to K-Pop as it adapts to new audiences
5. What will make them listen to/read our material?
A simple, declarative message that feels confident, nostalgic, and reassuring — paired with a recognizable K-Pop artist visual that evokes familiarity. The tagline “K-Pop is still K-Pop” speaks directly to the core concern: has the genre changed too much? The clarity of the message + strong imagery cuts through doubt and invites reconsideration.
6. Where will this story get told?
a. Bus shelter posters, where people listen to music on the go (commutes, playlists, headphones-on environment)
b. Billboards featuring a recognizable K-Pop artist or symbolic imagery
c. Optional extensions: digital ads on Spotify, YouTube Music, or TikTok where music discovery naturally happens
d. This copy would keep the same message so it is recognizable, the only difference will be the imagery.
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U.S.K-Pop music consumption grew over 24% year-over-year
(Billboard/Nielsen).
BTS became the first Korean act with multiple No. 1Billooard
Hot 100 singles.
K-Pop concerts in the U.S. now account for hundreds of millions
in annual ticket sales. '

K-Pop isn't just entering the U.S. market — it's thriving and
reshaping global pop culture
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Even as K-Pop evolves for global audiences, its
identity stays rooted in the elements that made it
- distinctive in the first place.
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