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Introduction
The Backdoor Progression is a family of
chord progressions or cadences. If you
want to get a feel for what it sounds like,
head on over to our YouTube channel and
listen to the examples.
You can use this progression anywhere in
your songwriting or playing. It acts as a
welcomed substitution for more regular,
diatonic cadences. Using the Backdoor
Progression will instantly make your song
or solo sound more sophisticated and
professional.
This document gives you the 7 examples
to apply the Backdoor Progression that
you already know form the video in a
neat written form. Furthermore you will
get a cheat sheet for each of the diﬀerent
types of the progression in all 12 keys. So
keep this document handy while you
write a song or plan a solo.
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What is the
Backdoor
Progression?

F7 - B♭- C

The Backdoor Progression is a whole
family of progressions, so it comes in a
bunch a varieties. Here are the most
common ones in step notation:

You see that the ﬁrst characteristic of the
Backdoor Progression translates to the
B♭and C chord in the key of C major.

F - Fm - B♭- C
A♭- B♭- C

Now let’s look at the second deﬁning
characteristic of this progression. This one is
a little harder to ﬁnd. In three of the six above
examples a chord on the fourth scale degree
(an F chord in C major) precedes the rest of
the progression.This chord sets up the♭VII

iv -♭VII - I
ii - ♭VII - I

chord by approaching it from a ﬁfth above.
So from the IV (or iv) chord we move down a
ﬁfth to the♭VII chord.

♭VII - I
IV7 -♭VII - I
IV - iv -♭VII - I
♭VI -♭VII - I

Moving down a ﬁfth from F (IV) to Bb (♭VII). Falling ﬁfth are

So what do all these progressions have in
common? Well, it’s two characteristics that
deﬁne a Backdoor Progression. If you look
closely, you see that they all contain the ♭VII
- I move. So part of the genes of this family
are the major chord on the ﬂatted seventh
scale degree moving to the tonic, the major
chord on the ﬁrst scale degree.
To make the whole thing less abstract, let’s
repeat the above list of Backdoor
Progression types in the key of C major:

Fm - B♭- C
Dm - B♭- C
B♭- C
www.realworldmusictheory.com

one of the strongest pulls in music.

Moving down a ﬁfth is one of the strongest
pulls in music. If you ever wondered, why the
circle of ﬁfth is so important in music theory,
it’s in huge part because of this strong pull.
The move down a ﬁfth is an inherent part of
most cadences. In fact the word cadence
comes from the Latin cadere which literally
means to fall.
So we extracted the two characteristics of
any Backdoor Progression:
1.

Moving from ♭VII to I

2. Setting up the♭VII with the chord a ﬁfth
above it
But wait! What about the other variants of the
Backdoor Progression that don’t have a IV (or
iv) chord in them? How can they be part of
Copyright © 2017 by Matthias Orgler
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the same family? This takes some theory to
explain.

Completely omitting a chord before the♭VII

Let’s look at the remaining chords. There are
ii (Dm),♭VI (A♭) and simply no chord at all.

could also be correct to not call this a
Backdoor Progression, depending on what
chord sounds before it.

The trick here is, that these chords are
closely related to the IV (or iv) chord and thus
can play its role. We can even go further and
see the iv chord as yet another closely
related chord that can play the role of the IV
chord. In music theory we call such a chord
which can stand in for another a substitution.

(B♭) is also possible. Although in that case it

Now let’s dive into the 7 examples of how
you can apply the Backdoor Progression.

The relationship of the ii chord to the IV
chord is one of relative keys. ii is the relative
key of IV and we can also call ii the relative
chord of IV. Both chords have 2 of 3 (or 3 of 4
in four-part chords) notes in common.

Relative chords have 2 of 3 notes in common. Here Dm (ii) is
the relative minor of F (VI).

And the scales based on these two chords
have the exact same key signature (the same
accidentals). Furthermore, both chords act as
a subdominant, so they fulﬁll the same
function.
Now to the iv chord (or Fm in the key of C
major). iv is called the parallel minor key of IV.
We could also say that iv is the parallel minor
chord of IV. The parallel chord is a similar
relationship as the relative chord. But while
the relative chord has the same key
signature and a diﬀerent root, the parallel
chord has a diﬀerent key signature and the
same root. Although a parallel minor chord
can not always play the same role as a
relative minor chord, in the case of the iv and
IV they both act as a subdominant.
The♭VI (A♭) chord is just one step further in
that logic. It is the relative major chord of the
iv chord. Thus it can also act as its and in also
as the IV chord’s substitute.
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7 Examples of
the Backdoor
Progression in
the Real World

I major scale solo

Here comes the meat! Following are 7
examples of real world applications of the
Backdoor Progression. The chords in the ﬁrst
row are always the original (boring)
progression, while the chords in the second
row show the updated version with the
Backdoor Progression applied.

V-I progressions are very common in music,
as they often end musical phrases or parts. If
you have something like ii - V - I - vi, you can
simply replace the V chord with the ♭VII

I - vi - ii - V - I …
I major scale

♭III major scale

I major

I - vi - ii - V - I …
Substituting the V Chord

chord. This will instantly make it sound more
interesting.

Once you’re familiar with this progression,
you will come up with many more ways to
apply it in the real world. Here we go…

ii - V
- I - vi
ii - ♭VII - I - vi

Spice Up a Boring
Progression

Spice Up Yet Another
Progression

If you have a standard chord progression like
I vi ii V in a song, you can use the Backdoor
Progression instead of the more traditional ii
V I cadence.

Instead of substituting the ♭VII for the V

I - vi - ii - V
-I…
I - vi - iv -♭VII - I …

ii - V
-I
ii - V -♭VII - I

Superimposed Scale

Delaying the Original
Dominant

Sometimes you can’t change the chords of a
song, because the song has already been
written. But noone can stop you from simply
assuming a cadence would have been
written as the Backdoor Progression. This
thinking in another key when picking the
notes for your solo is called superimposition.
In the case of the progression from the ﬁrst
example, you could simply use the E♭major
scale over the ii and V chords.

chord, you can also insert it to augment your
progression.

This one looks almost like the previous one.
But instead of inserting the ♭VII after the
original dominant, you insert it before the
dominant. With that move you eﬀectively
delay the original dominant a little.

ii - V
-I
ii -♭VII - V - I
This progression was very common in the
sound of the 50s and 60s.
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Modulating Back
It is a common practice to modulate to a
diﬀerent key in the bridge. This keeps the
song fresh and also provides the contrast
that this part should bring to the table. But at
the end the bridge you have to modulate
back to the original key of the chorus. The
Backdoor Progression can be a nice cadence
to help you smoothly get back to your home
key.
Suppose your song is in C major and you
move to E♭major in your bridge. Instead of
just yanking it back to the home key of C, use
the Backdoor Progression as a nice segue.

E♭

-I

E♭- Fm7 - B♭ - I
Sir John Ending
If you ﬁnd the ending of your song a little
boring, you might use this variant of the
Backdoor Progression to really make it shine.

ii - V
-I
ii - V -♭VI -♭VII - I
This ending is often used in heroic songs or
in ballads. I call it Sir John Ending, because I
associate it mostly with the songs of Sir Elton
John.
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Final Words
If you haven’t done already, you should
check out the accompanying YouTube video
on the Backdoor Progression. I also have a
free video that goes more into depth on how
the progression works in terms of music
theory. If you’re interested in more stuﬀ like
this, sign up at realworldmusictheory.com.
This document held just a few examples of
how and where you can apply this wonderful
progression. You’re encouraged to come up
with more usages – feel free to send these
as comments under the YouTube video.
As with so much in music, you really need to
practice this stuﬀ. Use these examples of the
Backdoor Progression in as many songs as
you can to really ingrain it in your memory.
Honestly, take 10 songs you played recently
and look for opportunities to use the
Backdoor Progression. Then play with it. This
will add another ﬁne trick to your bag of
songwriting and soloing tools.
So go out and make awesome music!

Thanks for enjoying music theory with me,

Matthias Orgler

More of this stuﬀ at
www.realworldmusictheory.com
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Appendix
This appendix gives you the six initially
mentioned variants of the Backdoor
Progression family in all 12 keys. You can use
it as a cheat sheet while writing songs or
coming up with solos. To make your life a
little easier, I also include the enharmonic
spelling for the most common #/b keys.
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Variants 1-3
Key

iv - ♭VII - I

ii - ♭VII - I

♭VII - I

C major

Fm - B♭- C

Dm - B♭- C

B♭- C

C# major

F#m - B - C#

D#m - B - C#

B - C#

Db major

G♭m - C♭ - D♭

E♭m - C♭ - D♭

C♭ - D♭

D major

Gm - C - D

Em - C - D

C-D

D# major

G#m - C# - D#

E#m - C# - D#

C# - D#

Eb major

A♭m - D♭ - E♭

Fm - D♭ - E♭

D♭ - E♭

E major

Am - D - E

F#m - D - E

D-E

F major

B♭m - E♭- F

Gm - E♭- F

E♭- F

F# major

Bm - E - F#

G#m - E - F#

E - F#

Gb major

C♭m - F♭- G♭

A♭m - F♭- G♭

F♭- G♭

G major

Cm - F - G

Am - F - G

F-G

G# major

C#m - F# - G#

A#m - F# - G#

F# - G#

Ab major

D♭m - G♭- A♭

B♭m - G♭- A♭

G♭- A♭

A major

Dm - G - A

Bm - G - A

G-A

A# major

D#m - G# - A#

B#m - G# - A#

G# - A#

Bb major

E♭m - A♭- B♭

Cm - A♭- B♭

A♭- B♭

B major

Em - A - B

C#m - A - B

A-B
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Variants 4-6
Key

IV7 -♭VII - I

IV - iv -♭VII - I

♭VI -♭VII - I

C major

F7 - B♭- C

F - Fm - B♭- C

A♭- B♭- C

C# major

F#7 - B - C#

F# - F#m - B - C#

A - B - C#

Db major

G♭7 - C♭ - D♭

G♭- G♭m - C♭ - D♭

B𝄫 - C♭ - D♭

D major

G7 - C - D

G - Gm - C - D

B♭- C - D

D# major

G#7 - C# - D#

G# - G#m - C# - D#

B# - C# - D#

Eb major

A♭7 - D♭ - E♭

A♭- A♭m - D♭ - E♭

C♭- D♭ - E♭

E major

A7 - D - E

A - Am - D - E

C-D-E

F major

B♭7 - E♭- F

B♭- B♭m - E♭- F

D♭- E♭- F

F# major

B7 - E - F#

B - Bm - E - F#

D - E - F#

Gb major

C♭7 - F♭- G♭

C♭- C♭m - F♭- G♭

E𝄫 - F♭- G♭

G major

C7 - F - G

C- Cm - F - G

E♭- F - G

G# major

C#7 - F# - G#

C# - C#m - F# - G#

D𝄪 - F# - G#

Ab major

D♭7 - G♭- A♭

D♭- D♭m - G♭- A♭

F♭- G♭- A♭

A major

D7 - G - A

D - Dm - G - A

F-G-A

A# major

D#7 - G# - A#

D# - D#m - G# - A#

F# - G# - A#

Bb major

E♭7 - A♭- B♭

E♭- E♭m - A♭- B♭

G♭ - A♭- B♭

B major

E7 - A - B

E - Em - A - B

G-A-B
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End of

How to Instantly Give Your Songs an Irresistible
Touch with the Backdoor Progression
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