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Abstract 

 

Keywords: stereotypes; decision making; evidence; criminal law; rap music 

Rap music has had a contentious relationship with the legal system, including censorship, 

regulation, and artists being arrested for lewd and profane performances. More recently, rap 

lyrics have been introduced by prosecutors in order to establish guilt in criminal trials. Some fear 

this form of artistic expression will be inappropriately interpreted as literal and threatening, 

perhaps due to stereotypes. Only a handful of studies have examined whether rap lyrics are 

evaluated using stereotypes, yet these studies were conducted in the 1990s—a period of 

heightened scrutiny for rap—and used non-optimal methods. This study presents three 

experiments that examine the impact of genre-specific stereotypes on the evaluation of violent 

song lyrics by manipulating the musical genre (rap vs country) while holding constant the actual 

lyrics. Study 1, a direct replication of previous research, found that participants deemed identical 

lyrics more literal, offensive, and in greater need of regulation when they were characterized as 

rap compared to country. Study 2 was a conceptual replication (i.e., same design but different 

stimuli), and again detected this effect. Study 3 used the same approach but experimentally 

manipulated the race of the author of the lyrics. A main effect was detected for the genre, with 

rap evaluated more negatively than country or a control condition with no label. However, no 

effects were found for the race of the lyrics’ author nor were interactions were detected. 

Collectively, these findings highlight the possibility that rap lyrics could inappropriately impact 

jurors when admitted as evidence to prove guilt.
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The Threatening Nature of “Rap” Music 

 

Rap music is rhymed story-telling that represents the political and social experiences 

common to inner-city communities throughout the United States (Perry, 2004; Rose, 1994). 

Scholars consider rap an outgrowth of the slave trade (Gilroy, 1995), originating from a tradition 

of African story telling (Keyes, 2002), that is often used as a vehicle to express the economic and 

social frustration of the black community (Rose, 1994). These characterizations, in one way or 

another, all emphasize that rap is a form of cultural expression that prioritizes black voices. 

Perhaps more than any other music genre, rap has had a contentious relationship with the 

legal system. This is due, in large part, to the perception that rap music is threatening and 

dangerous. In an analysis of how the news media portray different music genres, Binder (1993) 

found that rap is presented through a “danger to society” frame, based on the idea that listeners 

of the genre are likely to become threats to society. Binder (1993) also found that the media is 

more likely to characterize listeners of rap as being prone to violence compared to listeners of 

heavy metal. In voicing their opposition to rap, opponents commonly reference studies that 

purport to show a link between listening to rap music and acceptance of violence (Johnson, 

Jackson, & Gotto, 1995), misogynistic attitudes (Gan, Zillman, & Mitrock, 1997) and anti-social 

behavior (Hansen & Hansen, 1990).  

Not surprisingly then, from its inception, rap music has been policed and monitored in 

exceptional ways. For example, early on, rap music’s distribution was limited by legal sanctions 

and police disruption, as law enforcement attempted to disrupt sales and get records by rap artists 

pulled from store shelves (Hirsch, 2014). Some of the music was also censored because it was 

believed that the lyrics were obscene (Crenshaw, 1991; Dixon & Lindz, 1997). In the late 1980s 

and early 1990s, artists across the country such as LL Cool J, Too Short, and 2 Live Crew were 
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arrested for performances that authorities regarded as lewd or profane (Blecha, 2004; Crenshaw, 

1991; Dixon & Lindz, 1997), while other artists were denied opportunities to perform in public 

venues, often due to police pressure (Rose, 2004).
1
  

Indeed, rap is unique in how it has been responded to, policed, and regulated by legal 

authorities.
2
 This has been especially true for the subgenre of gangsta rap, the most controversial 

type of rap music which has gained global attention for “its vivid sexist, misogynistic, and 

homophobic lyrics, as well as its violent depiction of urban ghetto life in America” (Abrams, 

2000, p.198). Gangsta rappers chronicle life in poor and working class black neighborhoods 

(Keyes, 2002; Kitwana, 1994; Kubrin, 2005; Rose, 1994) and their lyrics reference poverty 

(Perry, 2004), crime and violence (Kubrin, 2005), misogyny (Weitzer & Kubrin, 2003), the loss 

of loved ones (Kubrin, 2005; Rose, 1994), and police surveillance (Rose, 1994). 

The regulation of rap continues today, but it has changed in form and function. As Kubrin 

and Nielson (2014) recently argued, we are currently witnessing a shift from censoring rap lyrics 

to using rap lyrics as evidence in criminal trials in order to secure convictions. In courtrooms 

across the country, rap lyrics, specifically gangsta rap lyrics, are being introduced by prosecutors 

                                                           
1
 As just one example, in 1990, a case was brought against 2 Live Crew based on the claim that their album, As 

Nasty As They Wanna Be, was obscene under state law. A judge ruled that the lyrics met the legal definition of 

obscenity because they: (1) had an excessive interest in sexual matters, (2) described sexual conduct as defined by 

state law, and (3) lacked serious literary, artistic, political, or scientific value (Skywalker Records, Inc. v. Navarro, 

1990). By defining the lyrics as obscene, the album was barred from being sold in record stores and the music was 

banned from being performed in concert. After ignoring the ruling, 2 Live Crew was arrested for performing 

obscene material at an adult-only nightclub. During the trial, Henry Louis Gates Jr., an historian, literary scholar, 

and cultural critic, testified that the songs purposefully used exaggeration to critique stereotypes about black hyper-

sexuality and were merely satire. While a jury acquitted 2 Live Crew, an appellate court maintained that the album 

was offensive and provided no artistic value. Critics of the decision believe that the obscenity label stemmed from 

stereotypes about rappers and rap music that were not applied to other sexually explicit or offensive material from 

white entertainers, such as Madonna or Andrew Dice Clay (Crenshaw, 1991; Dixon & Lindz, 1997). 
2
 This is not to say that other genres have not had a contentious relationship with the legal system. Indeed, some 

heavy metal music has been censored because of the concern that it would incite listeners to become violent (Blecha, 

2004). For example, artists like Ozzy Osbourne and Judas Priest were accused of inciting listeners to commit suicide 

because of their music (Martin, Clarke & Pearce 1993; Weinstein, 2000). In other cases, such as the West Memphis 

Three, prosecutors have introduced defendants’ preference for heavy metal music as evidence of a propensity 

towards violence (Leveritt, 2002). However, these practices differ from the treatment of rap music in the courts, 

which involves the introduction of defendant-authored lyrics as evidence of criminal involvement. 
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in order to establish guilt. In so doing, the lyrics are treated like autobiographical confessions 

rather than art or entertainment. The vast majority of cases where this is happening involve 

aspiring rappers, nearly all of whom are young men of color from impoverished neighborhoods 

(Kubrin & Nielson, 2014). The practice of using rap lyrics as evidence in criminal trials raises 

questions about whether prosecutors, judges, and jurors may be relying on perceptions and 

stereotypes about rappers and rap music in their interpretation of the lyrics. 

Our study addresses the question of whether, in fact, violent lyrics are perceived as more 

threatening, dangerous, and literal when they are described as rap, compared to another music 

genre. Seeking to replicate and extend previous research on this issue (Fried, 1996, 1999), we 

conducted a series of experiments in which participants were presented with a set of violent 

music lyrics. Participants were randomly assigned to learn that the lyrics were from a rap song or 

country song. Regardless of assigned condition, all participants read the same set of violent 

lyrics. Afterwards they were asked to make an evaluation of the lyrics, answering a series of 

questions related to the offensiveness of the lyrics, the threatening nature of the lyrics, the need 

for the lyrics to be regulated, and the autobiographical or literal nature of the lyrics. Our aim was 

to determine whether lyrics categorized as rap are perceived as more threatening, literal, and in 

need of regulation compared to identical lyrics categorized as country, replicating and extending 

a previous study (Fried 1999). Additional experiments are reported that build on this direct-

replication effort by testing whether the effect holds for a different set of lyrics (experiment 2) 

and when the race of the artist is specified (experiment 3). 

In the remainder of the paper we first review the substantial literature on stereotyping, 

paying close attention to studies which explicitly examine how rap music is stereotyped. Next we 

describe the details of our experiments and report our findings. Finally, we discuss the 
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implications of the findings for defendants who face criminal charges where rap lyrics are 

introduced, focusing specifically on the effectiveness of rap lyrics as evidence in the courtroom. 

We also discuss how the findings may contribute to theories about stereotyping. 

 

Stereotypes and Rap Music 

Relevant to the study of rap lyrics as evidence in criminal trials are stereotypes both 

about the genre as well as those who create the music—typically young men of color from the 

inner city (Dennis, 2007; Kubrin & Nielson, 2014). While lyrics from other genres are 

interpreted as satirical or artistic, rap music is considered offensive and threatening (Crenshaw, 

1991). Police, judges, and jurors run the risk of using stereotypes about rap music when 

interpreting lyrics, particularly when prosecutors present rap lyrics as autobiographical 

confessions (Perry, 2004). In a 2013 report, the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) of New 

Jersey argued that songs from other genres that reference illicit acts, like Johnny Cash’s Cocaine 

Blues, are not interpreted with the same literality and offensiveness as rap music because other 

genres are stereotyped differently. Stereotypes about rap music, therefore, are central to an 

understanding of why the introduction of lyrics in criminal cases may be so effective. 

In 1954, Gordon Allport defined stereotypes as categories of seemingly associated traits 

that are used to process information more quickly. This definition has been revised to include 

knowledge and expectations about a social group (Hamilton & Sherman, 1996). Bodenhausen 

and Wyer (1985) describe stereotypes as “judgmental heuristics” (pg. 279) that help decision 

makers process information. In other words, decision makers rely on available information, even 

if incorrect, about groups or types of events to inform a specific judgment (Tversky & 

Kahneman, 1974). Individuals may be consciously aware of stereotypes, yet stereotyping can 

also occur at an unconscious level (Devine, 1989). According to research, stereotypes are most 
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likely to be utilized when the decision maker has minimal information (Kunda & Spencer, 2003), 

needs to simplify a complex decision (Bodenhausen & Lichtenstein, 1987), and has to make an 

evaluative judgment (Kunda & Spencer, 2003). When interpreting ambiguous behaviors or 

events, stereotypes are often used to make inferences about a person or a situation (Hamilton, 

1979; Kunda & Thagard, 1996; Devine et al, 1999; Darley & Gross, 1983; Kunda, 1999). 

Research finds that stereotypes play a role in evaluating threatening situations and 

individuals, especially under conditions of ambiguity. Duncan (1976) tested the effect of racial 

stereotypes on the interpretation of an ambiguous shove and found that when a shove was 

committed by a white confederate, it was viewed as more playful compared to when the shove 

was committed by a black confederate, where it was viewed as more aggressive or violent. 

Duncan inferred that the stereotype of black people as aggressive was used to interpret the 

ambiguous shove. In more recent research, Correll, Park, Judd, and Wittenbrink (2002) had 

participants first determine if a target person in a video game simulation is armed or not armed, 

and then respond accordingly. If the target person was armed, the participant was supposed to 

“shoot” the person; if the target person was unarmed, the participant was not supposed to shoot. 

The researchers manipulated the race of the target person to test how race affected the speed and 

accuracy in identifying an armed person. Correll and colleagues (2002) discovered that 

participants were faster to accurately shoot an armed target when he was black and faster to not 

shoot an unarmed target when he was white. They explained their findings by suggesting that 

stereotypes about black people being dangerous were used to evaluate the target person in the 

simulation. Related research finds that individuals identify pictures of a weapon more quickly 

when they are primed with a black face compared to a white face (Eberhardt, Goff, Purdie, & 

Davies, 2004; Payne, 2001).  
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Stereotypes have also been shown to play a role in how individuals recall facts in 

criminal cases. Research on stereotyping and memory demonstrates that the activation of racial 

stereotypes results in individuals recalling more incriminating details about a criminal case 

(Banaji & Bhaskar, 2000). Bodenhausen and Wyer (1985) found that when a crime is stereotype 

congruent – that is, when a crime is commonly associated with a particular racial group – 

participants are more likely to remember incriminating facts from the case than when the crime 

is stereotype incongruent. Stereotyping is even found to impact evaluations of a defendant’s 

culpability. Graham and Lowery (2004) tested the effect of racial stereotypes on a series of 

decisions about juvenile defendants. They primed participants with either neutral (e.g., heaven, 

loneliness) or race-related (e.g., homeboy, basketball) words and tested the effect of the prime on 

participants’ perceptions of a youth’s culpability, risk of recidivism, and deserved punishment. 

Graham and Lowery (2004) found that the activation of racial stereotypes resulted in increased 

perceived culpability and a harsher punishment for the defendant. 

Racial stereotypes have real life consequences for defendants when it comes to 

sentencing decisions (Bridges & Steen, 1998; Eberhardt, Davies, Purdie-Vaughn, & Johnson, 

2006; Steen, Engen, & Gainey, 2005). In one study on race and sentencing, for example, 

researchers found that defendants who were perceived as more stereotypically black—in other 

words, who had more Afro-centric facial features—were more likely to be sentenced to death 

compared to defendants who were perceived as less stereotypically black (Eberhardt et al, 2006). 

In another study that analyzed narrative reports about juvenile offenders written by probation 

officers, researchers discovered pronounced differences in probation officers’ attributions about 

the causes of delinquency by white versus minority youth, differences that translated into longer 

sentences for black youth (Bridges & Steen, 1998).  
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Fewer studies have explored stereotypes about music, particularly music genres that are 

considered violent or harmful to society. Yet findings from this small body of literature are 

revealing. Research documents that a song is evaluated as more graphic when it is categorized as 

“banned” (Negut & Sarbescu, 2014) and more suicide-affirming when it is framed as “potentially 

harmful to the listener” (North & Hargreaves, 2005). Related research shows that stereotypes 

about violent music extend to the individuals who write the lyrics. As just one example, Fischoff 

(1999) conducted an experiment to determine the impact gangsta rap lyrics might have on 

potential jurors. Participants were presented with basic biographical information about a 

hypothetical 18-year old African American man but only some were shown a set of violent, 

sexually explicit rap lyrics that he had written (the lyrics had been used as evidence in a 1995 

murder trial). Participants were then asked about their perceptions regarding the young man’s 

personality (for example, is the young man caring or uncaring; selfish or unselfish; likeable or 

unlikeable; capable of murder or not capable of murder). Fischoff (1999) found the lyrics exerted 

a significant impact, generating more negative evaluations of the young man’s character on all 

dimensions. Most revealing, however, was the finding that those who read the lyrics were 

significantly more likely to think the man was capable of committing murder. 

Research also finds that stereotypes are genre specific. For example, country and pop are 

frequently stereotyped as less threatening than both rock and rap (Ballard, Bazzini, & Dodson, 

1999; Rentfrow & Gosling, 2007). It turns out, however, that stereotypes associated with rock 

music are different from those associated with rap (Fried, 2003; Binder, 1993). Binder (1993) 

found that rap music is perceived as more likely to cause listeners to hurt others while rock 

music is perceived as more likely to cause listeners to hurt themselves. She posited that the 

difference in reactions to the genres is because rap is associated with black audiences while rock 
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genres, like heavy metal, are associated with white audiences. In related research, Fried (2003) 

compared stereotypes about rap music fans and heavy metal music fans. Participants were asked 

to describe either the prototypical rap or heavy metal fan. Fried (2003) found that fans of heavy 

metal are viewed as more self-destructive while fans of rap are seen as more threatening to 

society. Research also reveals that stereotypes related to different music genres extend to 

perceived differences among genre fans with respect to alcohol and drug preferences, personality 

types, and personally held values (Rentfrow & Gosling 2007).  

Only a handful of studies have examined the direct impact of rap music stereotypes. In 

these studies, experimenters ask respondents to evaluate a set of violent lyrics, manipulating the 

genre label in an attempt to isolate the effects of the genre. Dixon and Linz (1997), for example, 

presented respondents with sexually explicit rap lyrics or sexually explicit non-rap lyrics, both of 

which were viewed as equally explicit in a pre-test. They found that the sexually explicit music 

was considered more offensive and less artistic when it was labeled as rap compared to when it 

was labeled as non-rap, revealing that similar lyrics are evaluated differently depending on the 

genre. In order to more precisely isolate the genre effect, Fried (1999) conducted a study where 

participants read identical violent lyrics but were told they were from different music genres. In 

particular, she had participants read a set of lyrics from folk group Kingston Trio’s 1960 song, 

Bad Man’s Blunder, and told them that they were either from a rap or country music song. After 

reading the lyrics, participants evaluated them by responding to items, which conceptually 

measured the offensiveness of the song, the threatening nature of the song, the need for 

regulation for the song, and if the song would incite violence. Fried (1999) found that every item 

was evaluated more negatively when the lyrics were categorized as rap compared to country.  

 

Pub
lis

he
d i

n P
sy

ch
olo

gy
, P

ub
lic

 P
oli

cy
 an

d t
he

 La
w

Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2828948



Rap Music 11 

 

 
 

Current Study 

The current study builds on this small but important literature related to stereotypes and 

rap music. In particular, we aim to test whether the evaluation of violent lyrics is influenced by 

genre-specific stereotypes. Consistent with Fried (1999), we test whether lyrics labeled as rap are 

perceived as more threatening, dangerous, and in need of regulation compared to identical lyrics 

labeled as country. As such, we seek to directly replicate her early study. Given the current 

“replication crisis” in psychology (see Pashler & Wagenmakers, 2012; Open Science 

Collaboration, 2015), we believe it is imperative to examine whether her earlier findings are 

replicable. 

Yet we also extend the work done by Fried (1999) in important ways, in particular by 

addressing several concerns. One concern is that Fried’s experiment was conducted during a time 

period of heightened scrutiny of rap (i.e., the 1990s), which could make stereotypes about the 

genre more salient. Indeed, Fried identifies this heightened scrutiny and references severe 

reactions to controversial songs such as Cop Killer as the impetus for her research. While rap 

music is still scrutinized today, the genre does not receive the same media and congressional 

attention as it did in the 1990s. The implications of this shifting context for the findings remain 

unknown. Also unknown is whether the historical context related to race relations may impact 

study findings. Given that Fried’s experiment was conducted nearly twenty years ago, we wanted 

to determine if the findings could be replicated in what many consider to be a post-racialized 

context. A final concern is the representativeness of Fried’s (1999) sample. The location of the 

experiment, described only as a “mid-size southwestern city” (p. 709), reveals little about the 

area’s specific demographic composition. In addition, other than mentioning the recruitment of 

subjects at “public areas such as malls, coffee houses, and so forth” (p.710), Fried (1999) 
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provides little information about where participants were recruited and the demographics of the 

resulting sample. It is possible that her results may be unique to the community where she 

conducted her study. 

Two additional experiments are presented that seek to extend the original work by Fried. 

Study 2 is a conceptual replication (see Simons, 2014), in which the same study design is utilized 

but with different violent lyrics. Accordingly, this study tests whether the original effect detected 

by Fried (1999) is dependent on any idiosyncrasies of the specific lyrics used in the study. 

Replicating the effect with a different set of lyrics would enhance the generalizability of the 

findings. A third study is presented that experimentally manipulates the genre label of the lyrics 

as well as the race of the author of the lyrics. The previous studies did not specify the race of the 

lyrics’ author and, as such, participants may have made different assumptions about the author’s 

race. These assumptions could have potentially influenced the results. Thus, Study 3 principally 

seeks to unconfound the rap label effect. 

 

Study 1 

 

Participants 

  Participants were recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) website (see 

Paolacci, Chandler, & Ipierotis, 2010 for review). MTurk is an online platform where individuals 

can post human intelligence tasks (HITs). HITs commonly involve surveys and questionnaires 

for academic or market research. Individuals can peruse the list of HITs and elect to participate 

in the task if they are eligible to participate and if they find the terms and conditions satisfactory. 

The participant pool, while skewing more liberal and educated, yields samples that are more 

representative of the U.S. population than are colleges samples or other online samples (Paolacci, 

Chandler, & Ipierotis, 2010). Our HIT required workers to be U.S. citizens over the age of 18 
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who could read English. Only workers with an IP address from within the United States were 

able to participate. Workers were paid $0.70 for their participation, a highly competitive rate on 

MTurk (see Paolacci et. al, 2010). 

One hundred twenty six U.S. residents participated in this experiment. The age of 

participants ranged from 18-66 with a mean age of 34.5 (SD=9.4), median age of 33.5, and 

interquartile range (IQR) of 6. Table 1 displays the demographic composition of the sample, as 

well as their listening habits (i.e., number of hours spent listening to music per week) and music 

genre preferences.  

 

[Insert table 1 about here] 

 

Procedure and Design 

 After opting to participate in the study, participants were instructed that they would read 

some music lyrics and be asked to evaluate them along several dimensions using only the limited 

information provided. Participants were told that there is no right or wrong answer and that they 

should respond with their honest impression of the lyrics. Participants were then randomly 

assigned to one of two conditions, which experimentally manipulated the genre of the lyrics. The 

lyrics were either characterized as from a rap song or a country song. Participants then read an 

excerpt from the folk song Bad Man’s Blunder by group Kingston Trio: 

 

Well, early one evening I was rollin’ around I was feelin’ kind of mean, I shot a deputy 

down. Strollin’ on home, and I went to bed. Well, I laid my pistol up under my head. Well, 

early in the morning 'bout the break of day, I figured it was time to make a getaway. 
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Steppin' right along but I was steppin' too slow. Got surrounded by a sheriff down in 

Mexico. 

 

This is the same passage used in Fried’s (1999) original study. Since our primary goal in Study 1 

is a direct replication, the actual lyrics remained the same. 

  

Measures 

After reading the lyrics, participants evaluated them by responding to 14 different items, 

presented in random order. For each item, the participant read a statement and rated their 

agreement with that statement on a 9-point Likert scale that ranges from 1=strongly disagree to 

9=strongly agree, with 5 indicating a neutral position. Eleven items conceptually measured 

offensiveness of the song, the threatening nature of the song, and the need for the song to be 

regulated. In light of the earlier discussion, the current study included additional items that were 

thought to measure the literality of the lyrics, or how true the lyrics were perceived to be by 

respondents. Participants thus indicated if they believed the lyrics were based on a real life 

experience, if the lyrics were written to brag about the experience, and if the lyrics were made-

up. For these latter items, we wanted to test if the lyrics are more likely to be interpreted as literal 

speech when presented as rap compared to country. (A complete list of the items is contained in 

Table 2).  

As previously indicated, the 14 items were intended to conceptually measure 

interpretations of and reactions to the lyrics. Based on Fried’s (1996, 1999) description of the 

measures, the items were aggregated into an “offensiveness” scale and a “regulation” scale. 

Similarly, the items related to the perceived autobiographical nature of the lyrics were 

aggregated into a “literality” scale. In addition to utilizing Fried’s (1996, 1999) theoretical 
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framework to derive the scales, responses to the 14 items were entered into a principal 

components analysis with a varimax rotation. It yielded a three factor solution with Eigenvalues 

of 8.71, 1.77, and 1.35, respectively (all other values less than 1), and the model explained 75% 

of the cumulative variance. This indicates that the items do indeed tap three distinct latent 

constructs, which parallel the items in the “offensiveness,” “regulation,” and “literality” scales, 

respectively. Table 2 displays which items loaded on which factor along with the inter-item 

correlations within each factor.  

[Insert table 2 about here] 

We also created a unidimensional composite score by pooling the responses to all 14 items to be 

consistent with Fried (1999). We classify this variable as “total negative reaction score.”  

In addition to these scales, participants responded to a manipulation check. In particular, 

participants were asked if they knew the song. Participants who reported knowing the song (n=1) 

were excluded from analysis. Finally, participants were asked a number of demographic 

questions, and then thanked for their participation.  

 

Results 

 Before analyzing the effect of genre type on the offensiveness, regulation, and literality 

scales, Cronbach’s alphas were conducted to determine each scale’s reliability; findings reveal a 

high degree of reliability for the offensiveness scale (α=.914), the regulation scale (α=.933), the 

literality scale (α=.814), and total negative reaction scale (α=.940). Independent sample t-tests 

were then conducted with genre label (rap or country) as the independent variable and the total 

negative reaction scale as the dependent variable. Consistent with Fried, participants in the rap 

condition indicated a higher score on the unidimensional composite item, total negative reaction, 

compared to participants in the country condition, t126=2.06, p=.043, d=.37, CI [-1.23, -.02]. In 
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other words, those who were told the lyrics were from a rap song perceived them to be more 

negative overall compared to those who were told the lyrics were from a country song. More 

specifically, there was also a statistically significant effect of genre label on the regulation scale, 

t126=2.18, p=.031, d=.39, CI [-8.73, -.43] and literality scale, t126=2.0, p=.047, d=.36, CI [-2.90, -

.21], with participants in the rap condition evaluating the lyrics as in need of greater regulation 

and more literal than those in the country condition. The ratings of offensiveness were not 

significantly different between the two groups, t126=1.4, p=.16. Although no significant 

difference was found for offensiveness, the results are consistent with the other findings in this 

study: on average, participants in the rap condition rated the lyrics as more offensive than 

participants in the country condition. 

Although Fried (1999) split her sample into three categories based on participant’s age 

(i.e., “under 40”, “40-52,” and “53 and over”), a median split was used in the current study to 

divide the sample into two groups based on age: “younger” (i.e., age 18-33.5) and “older” (i.e., 

age 33.6-66) participants. A two-way ANOVA detected a significant interaction between age and 

genre label for the total negative reaction score (i.e., all 14 items combined) F(3, 126)=4.57 , 

p=.026, d=1.34.  

 

[Insert figure 1 about here] 

 

As seen in Figure 1, participants in the younger category were insensitive to the genre label, 

while older participants evaluated rap significantly more negatively than those in the country 

condition.   

Several additional tests were conducted to examine whether other demographic variables 

moderate the evaluation of lyrics when characterized as rap versus country. These include 
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participants’ gender, ethnicity, education level, number of children, music genre preference, 

music listening habits, political ideology, and political affiliation. No significant interactions 

were detected (all ps > .05).  

 

Study 2 

 

A second study was conducted to ensure that the detected effects were not simply due to 

idiosyncrasies of the lyrics. Thus, in a follow up experiment, we used the exact same study 

design but incorporated a different set of violent lyrics, which again were described as either rap 

or country. The lyrics in study 2 were from the song, A Boy Named Sue, by Johnny Cash:  

 

Well, I hit him hard right between the eyes  

And he went down, but to my surprise, 

He come up with a knife and cut off a piece of my ear. 

But I busted a chair right across his teeth 

And we crashed through the wall and into the street 

Kicking and a' gouging in the mud and the blood and the beer. 

 

A pre-test was conducted using a separate sample of thirty five Mturk workers to determine 

whether the lyrics would be primarily identified as from a rap or country song. This was done to 

ensure the content or style of the lyrics was not biased towards a particular genre of music. To 

determine whether the lyrics were perceived as belonging to either genre, participants in the pre-

test, who were not included in the following experiment, were asked to select the genre of the 

lyrics. Results confirm that the genre of the lyrics was ambiguous. Twenty percent of participants 
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identified the lyrics as a rock song (n=7), 20% identified the lyrics as a rap song (n=7), 34% 

identified the lyrics as a country song (n=12), and the remaining 26% of the sample identified the 

lyrics as some other genre (n=9). 

 

Participants 

 

Two hundred forty four U.S. residents were recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical 

Turk to participate in experiment 2. The age of participants ranged from 18-73 with a mean age 

of 33.2 (SD=9.89) and median age of 31. Thirteen out of the 244 participants were excluded for 

knowing the song. Table 3 displays the demographic composition of the sample, as well as their 

music listening habits (i.e., number of hours spent listening to music per week) and music genre 

preferences. 

[Insert table 3 about here] 

 

Results 

For study 2, Cronbach’s alphas again reached acceptable reliability for the offensiveness 

scale (α=.891), the regulation scale, (α=.894), the literality scale (α=.766), and the total negative 

reaction scale (α=.919). Independent sample t-tests were then conducted with genre label (rap or 

country) as the independent variable and the total negative reaction score as the dependent 

variable. Consistent with Fried (1999) and Study 1, participants in the rap condition once again 

indicated a higher score on the unidimensional composite item (M=4.69, SD=1.49), total 

negative reaction, than did participants in the country condition (M=4.20, SD=1.55), t231=.2.45, 

p=.015, d=.32, CI [-.88, -.01]. In other words, those who were told the lyrics were from a rap 

song perceived them to be more negative overall compared to those who were told the lyrics 

were from a country song. There was also a statistically significant effect of genre label on the 
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regulation scale (M=4.66 (SD=1.78) vs M=4.04 (SD=1.92) for rap and country respectively), 

t231=2.54, p=.012, d=.33, CI [-1.10, -.14] and the literality scale (M=4.81 (SD=1.50) vs M=4.31 

(SD=1.49) for rap and country respectively), t231=2.7, p=.008, d=.35, CI [-.87, -13], with 

participants in the rap condition evaluating the lyrics as more literal and in need of greater 

regulation than those in the country condition. The ratings of offensiveness were not significantly 

different between the two groups, t231=1.3, p=.20, also consistent with Study 1. Although the 

difference for offensiveness was not statistically significant, once again the pattern of results is 

consistent with Study 1 in that participants in the rap condition, on average, rated the lyrics as 

more offensive (M=4.67, SD=1.92) compared to participants in the country condition (M=4.34, 

SD=1.93).      

Consistent with Study 1, a median split was used to divide the sample into two groups 

based on age: “younger” (i.e., age 18-31) and “older” (i.e., age 31.1-73) participants. A two-way 

ANOVA detected a significant main effect of genre label for the total negative reaction score 

(i.e., all 14 items combined), F(3, 231)=6.34, p=.01, d=.33, consistent with the t-test reported 

above. The main effect for age was not significant, F(3, 231)<1, nor was the interaction F(3, 

231)=2.18, p=.141. Additional ANOVAs were conducted for participants’ gender, ethnicity, 

education level, number of children, music genre preference, music listening habits, political 

ideology, and political affiliation. No significant interactions were detected (all ps > .05).   

 

Study 3 

 

The previous studies found the genre label effect detected by Fried (1996; 1999) is able 

to be replicated nearly twenty years later (Study 1) and with a different set of lyrics (Study 2). Of 

course, these studies have some limitations. One is that the race of the artist is not specified and 
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thus participants might have made assumptions about the race of the songwriter when evaluating 

the lyrics. For instance, participants might have assumed that the author of the rap lyrics is black 

and the author of the country lyrics is white; to the extent that this occurred, it is unclear whether 

the genre label or the assumed race of the author is driving the effect observed in the previous 

studies. A second issue concerns whether the previous results are indicative of positive 

stereotypes about country, negative stereotypes about rap, or both. In other words, a more 

informative comparison is a control condition in which no genre label is provided. Including this 

condition would allow us to directly test whether the country label engenders positive or neutral 

evaluations and rap negative evaluations.    

These issues can be remedied by experimentally manipulating the race of the songwriter 

and by including a control condition where no genre is specified. Experiment 3 did just that. 

Participants were randomly assigned to one of six conditions, which experimentally manipulated 

the genre of the lyrics (no genre, country, or rap) and the race of the songwriter (black or white). 

Thus, a 3 (genre label) x 2(race of author) between-participants factorial design was utilized. 

After learning about the genre of the lyrics and the race of the songwriter, participants read lyrics 

from the folk song Bad Man’s Blunder (used in study 1). After reading the lyrics, participants 

responded to the same 14 items evaluating the lyrics, a manipulation check, and a series of 

demographic questions that were used in studies 1 and 2.  

 

Participants 

 

Similar to studies 1 and 2, participants were recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical 

Turk. Three hundred twenty five U.S. residents participated in this experiment. The age of 

participants ranged from 18-71 with a mean age of 33.7 (SD=10.32) and median age of 31. 

Eleven out of the 325 participants were excluded for knowing the song. Table 4 displays the 
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demographic composition of the sample as well as their music listening habits (i.e., number of 

hours spent listening to music per week) and music genre preferences. 

[Insert table 4 about here] 

 

Results 

For experiment 3, Cronbach’s alpha once again reached acceptable reliability for the 

offensiveness scale (α=.939), the regulation scale, (α=.939), the literality scale (α=.784), and the 

total negative reaction scale (α=.951). A two-way ANOVA with genre and artist race as the 

independent variables and total negative reaction score as the dependent variable detected a 

main effect for genre F(2,314)=3.66, p=.03, d=.31. The main effect for artist race was not 

significant, F(1, 314)<1, nor was the interaction F(5, 314)=1.04, p=.354. Figure 2 displays this 

result: 

[insert figure 2 about here] 

As seen above, Figure 2 shows that participants in the rap condition evaluated the lyrics more 

negatively (M=4.72, SD=1.81) than participants in the country (M=4.10, SD=2.15) and control 

conditions (M=4.06, SD=1.94), regardless of the songwriter’s race. A Fisher’s LSD test confirms 

that the lyrics from the rap condition were evaluated significantly more negatively than the 

identical lyrics from the control (p=.02) and country conditions (p=.024), but that the country 

and control conditions were not significantly different from each other (p=.86). Importantly, the 

fact that no effect for the songwriter’s race was detected nor was there an interaction suggests 

that the previous studies, which did not specify the songwriter’s race, are robust and not an 

artifact of assumptions related to the songwriter’s race. 

Additionally, we ran a series of two-way ANOVAs on the subscales of the reaction 

scores (i.e. ratings of literality, offensiveness, and regulation). A two-way ANOVA with 
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literality as the dependent variable (and race of artist and genre as the independent variables) 

failed to detect any main effects or an interaction (all ps > .05). A two-way ANOVA with 

offensiveness as the dependent variable detected only a main effect for genre F(2, 314)=4.92 , 

p=.008, d=.36, with rap being deemed more offensive (M=5.51, SD=2.25) than country (M=4.62, 

SD=2.54) or the control (M=4.59, SD=2.39). A Fisher’s LSD test indicated that responses from 

the rap condition were significantly different than responses from the control condition (p=.006) 

and the country condition (p=.008) but that the control condition and country condition were not 

significantly different (p=.89). Similarly, the two-way ANOVA with regulation as the dependent 

variable detected only a main effect for genre F(2, 314)=3.43, p=.03, d=.30, with rap being 

deemed in greater need of regulation (M=4.87, SD=2.25) compared to country (M=4.14, 

SD=2.51) or the control (M=4.13, SD=2.56). A Fisher’s LSD test indicated that the rap condition 

was significantly different than the control condition (p=.02) and the country condition (p=.03) 

but that the country and control conditions were not significantly different from each other 

(p=.96). 

 

General Discussion 

There is a well-established literature showing that people use racial stereotypes to 

evaluate ambiguous information (e.g., Duncan, 1967) and that the use of racial stereotypes 

translates into real world behavior with serious implications (e.g., Eberhardt et al., 2006). Far 

fewer studies have examined the role that stereotypes might play in the perception of rap music, 

a ubiquitous cultural expression today (Perry, 2004). A notable exception is a study conducted by 

Fried (1999), which found that merely manipulating the ostensible genre of a set of lyrics – while 

holding constant the actual words – induced more negative evaluations when the lyrics were 

described as “rap” compared to “country.”  
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It is important to note that Fried’s study was conducted in the late 1990s, a period in 

which rap music received heightened scrutiny in the media. Moreover, there are methodological 

questions about the study’s sampling procedure and representativeness. However, the present 

research directly replicates Fried’s (1999) findings: participants deemed the exact same lyrics to 

be more offensive, in greater need of regulation, and more literal when characterized as “rap” 

compared to “country.” This replication suggests that the effect is robust, since our study 

contained several notable methodological differences, including the fact that we used a sample of 

participants from all over the United States as opposed to approaching individuals at a shopping 

mall in one location; we used factor analysis to empirically determine the 

offensive/regulation/literality dimensions as opposed to using a single likert scale to measure 

each issue; we included a control condition to determine whether we were finding negative rap 

stereotypes rather than positive country stereotypes; and our data were collected in 2015, nearly 

two decades after the spate of media attention denouncing rap music.  

Additionally, the subsequent studies all replicated this effect. The studies all found a 

genre effect, irrespective of the actual lyrics (Study 2) or the race of the author (Study 3). The 

analyses of the subscales are also mostly consistent, though the genre effect on literality was not 

significant in Study 3 but it was in Study 1 and Study 2, and the genre effect on offensiveness 

was significant in Study 3 but not Study 1 or Study 2. We thus acknowledge some inconsistency 

in effects and effect sizes across the various experiments. It is not exactly clear why this 

occurred. Of course, Study 3 included information about the songwriter’s race, while studies 1 

and 2 did not. It is possible that the salience of race resulted in participants applying the 

stereotype to evaluations of the lyrics but not evaluations that more directly relate to the 

songwriter. That is, participants may have avoided making judgments about a person that could 
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appear racially biased—a concern that may not have extended to judgments about the lyrics. 

Future research is necessary to test this possibility. We should note, however, that the main 

finding on the total negative reaction score was consistent across all three studies, suggesting a 

robust effect. 

It must be acknowledged that the samples used in these studies are not probability 

samples representative of the United States population. The findings should be qualified by this 

limitation. However, studies have shown that individuals recruited through Amazon Mechanical 

Turk behave in ways consistent with other commonly used subject pools and the general public 

(Paolacci & Chandler, 2014; Heen, Liberman, & Miethe, 2014; Bartneck, Duenser, 

Moltchanova, & Zawieska, 2014; but see Chandler, Mueller, & Paolacci, 2014). Whether the 

findings would generalize to the U.S. population as a whole or to specific state populations is an 

unknown empirical question that must be addressed by future research. We have no reason to 

believe the results would systematically differ if the representativeness of the sample were 

increased. A more diverse sample would, however, enable one to conduct moderator analyses to 

determine whether the race of participants, and other individual characteristics, affects their 

evaluations of music genre label. Currently, it is unclear whether, for example, negative rap 

stereotypes are specific to the racial composition of our sample or whether the stereotype, like 

implicit racial stereotypes (Nosek, Banaji, & Greenwald, 2002), is generalizable across racial 

groups.  

 Our findings have potential implications for the use of rap lyrics in criminal proceedings, 

where they are being increasingly admitted as evidence to prove guilt (Dennis, 2007; Hirsch, 

2012; Kubrin & Nielson, 2014). A review of cases reveals that prosecutors employ multiple 

strategies to introduce rap lyrics and secure convictions. In one strategy, prosecutors use lyrics as 
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evidence to show that the defendant had intent, motive, or the necessary knowledge to commit a 

crime. For example, in Skinner v. State (2014), the prosecutor introduced thirteen pages of rap 

lyrics written by aspiring rapper Vonte Skinner to argue that he was the perpetrator in an 

attempted murder case. During the investigation of a shooting, police found notebooks filled 

with violent rap lyrics in Skinner’s girlfriend’s car. Even though the lyrics did not reference the 

charged crime and it was not clear even when they were written, the prosecution argued that the 

lyrics demonstrated Skinner’s motive to shoot the victim. During the trial, Skinner’s attorney 

contested the admission of the lyrics, maintaining they were not relevant to the case yet the judge 

ultimately admitted them deciding they spoke to intent and motive. The jury convicted Skinner 

of attempted murder, aggravated assault, and assault with a deadly weapon. He received a 30 

year prison sentence. Skinner appealed his conviction. 

The appellate court in Skinner’s case decided that, in fact, the lyrics should not have been 

admitted because their probative value was outweighed by their potential biasing effect. In 

particular, the appellate judges considered the violent, profane, and disturbing lyrics 

inflammatory and of little use to jurors. The court also pointed out that it is difficult to infer 

intent or motive from fictional work because fiction is not clearly tied to reality. While ruling the 

lyrics inadmissible in Skinner’s case specifically, the court left the door open for allowing rap 

lyrics in cases more generally, such as when there is a “strong nexus between specific details of 

the artistic composition and the circumstances of the offense” (Skinner v. State, p. 35). While the 

court signaled that lyrics may be admissible if they reference a specific crime, it did not describe 

how specific the references need to be or, more broadly, how fictional work should be 

interpreted.  
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As another strategy, prosecutors argue that the rap lyrics constitute a true threat, which 

involves a statement that would be reasonably interpreted as imminent, causing fear, and 

threatening harm (see Rothman, 2001, for a detailed discussion of a true threat). For example, in 

People v. Oduwole (2013), police searched an abandoned car and found violent rap lyrics written 

by the defendant, Olutosin Oduwole, an aspiring rapper and college student who was being 

investigated for computer fraud and felony theft. The lyrics mentioned a “murderous rampage 

similar to the VT [Virginia Tech] shooting.” After obtaining a warrant, police searched 

Oduwole’s campus apartment and found guns along with notebooks filled with his violent and 

misogynistic rap lyrics. They arrested Oduwole and charged him with communicating a terrorist 

threat. The prosecutor presented the note in the car as indicative of a threat rather than as 

indicative of an early draft of rap lyrics, which is what Oduwole maintained. The jury apparently 

agreed. Oduwole was convicted and sentenced to five years in prison. 

Regardless of the type of case, the approach is generally the same. Prosecutors treat rap 

lyrics as literal, self-referential narratives that can be easily interpreted by the lay public (Dennis, 

2007). Prosecutors reinforce the first-person narrative perspective by reading the lyrics at trial 

like a journal entry, without rhyme or music (Hirsch, 2014). As part of their argument, 

prosecutors claim that the lyrics are simply a reflection of the rapper’s lifestyle. In Neblett v. 

Commonwealth (2006), for example, the prosecutor argued that the lyrics should be admissible 

because they are “a reflection of the defendant’s soul” (as cited in Dennis, 2007, p.7). The 

prosecutor also maintained that the lyrics are autobiographical because “the defendant is living 

his lyrics” (as cited in Dennis, 2007, p.7). This strategy is evidenced in a prosecutorial handbook, 

Prosecuting Gang Cases: What Prosecutors Need to Know authored by former District Attorney 

Alan Jackson (Jackson, 2004). Jackson argues that prosecutors should aim to introduce the jury 
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to the “real defendant” (p. 15) because at trial he will have “taken on the aura of an altar boy,” 

(p. 15) and that through “photographs, letters, notes, and even music lyrics, [the prosecutor] can 

invade and exploit the defendant’s true personality” (p. 16). 

The findings in the present study suggest that rap lyrics might influence jurors’ decisions 

independent of their actual content. That is, the mere label of “rap” is sufficient to induce 

negative evaluations, even when holding constant the actual lyrics. This has direct implications 

for judges who must consider and weigh potential prejudicial impact against probative value 

when deciding whether to admit rap lyrics as evidence. In particular, the findings suggest that 

judges might underappreciate the extent to which the label of lyrics – and not the substantive 

lyrics themselves – impact jurors’ decisions. In addition to other concerns expressed by scholars 

regarding judges’ problematic assumptions about rap music (see Dennis, 2007), the present 

findings suggest that judges should consider limiting the introduction of rap lyrics to instances in 

which the lyrics are highly probative of some relevant legal issue, and judges should realize that 

jurors might make inferences based merely on the genre of the lyrics and the stereotypes that 

they evoke. 

Yet it must also be acknowledged that we did not test the effect of rap lyrics in an 

adjudicative context; rather, we examined perceptions of rap lyrics in a general context and in 

isolation. Important differences between this general context and an adjudicative context exist. 

For example, in a criminal trial such evidence would be presented as part of a narrative in 

conjunction with other evidence. It remains to be seen, therefore, how perceptions of rap lyrics 

might change as a function of the narrative or how the lyrics might interact with other evidence. 

Additionally, jurors are bound by legal rules when evaluating evidence and are instructed on the 

permissible inferences that may be drawn from such evidence. Again, it remains to be seen how 
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such rules and instruction might affect the perception of rap lyrics. Building on the current study, 

further research should examine perceptions of rap lyrics in adjudicative and other contexts.  

It should also be acknowledged that these results cannot speak to the accuracy of 

stereotypes associated with rappers and rap music, or any other genre for that matter. One 

question is whether rappers are more likely to engage in crime and write violent lyrics that reflect 

that crime than are artists from other genres. Interestingly, research indirectly addressing this 

question yields mixed results. For example, Tapper, Thorson, and Black (1994) found that rap 

music videos, compared to videos from genres like heavy metal, country, and classic rock, do 

include more lyrical and visual depictions of violence. In contrast, Armstrong (1993) analyzed 

lyrics from country and rap songs and found that depictions of violence and masculinity were 

consistent themes found in both of the genres. Of course, these studies do not discern whether 

rappers are, in fact, engaging in more violence than are artists from other genres, and we know of 

no study that addresses this specific question. Still, it remains unknown as to whether rap lyrics 

have more diagnostic value as evidence than lyrics form other genres. Regardless, a key concern 

is that any value rap lyrics may have as evidence is likely to be artificially inflated by stereotypes 

associated with the genre. 

Kubrin and Nielson (2014) issued a call to scholars to “critically examine the growing 

movement to turn rap lyrics against their authors” (p. 19). Relatedly, Kang and colleagues (2012) 

have issued a broader call to further explore the impact of stereotyping in the courtroom. This 

series of experiments constitute an effort to address these calls, and as is evident, the results 

speak to the continued need for additional research on stereotyping in police and juror 

evaluations of evidence. In particular, social science research can provide insight into additional 

ways that including rap lyrics as evidence might result in biased judgments. For example, 
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according to research, rap lyrics also activate stereotypes related to race more broadly, that is, 

beyond rap music fans and listeners. Exposure to rap music has been shown to increase the ease 

of associating black people with negative traits like hostility, being violent, and being sexist 

(Rudman & Lee, 2002) as well as making less empathetic judgments toward black victims 

(Johnson, Bushman, & Dovidio, 2008). Johnson, Trawalter, and Dovidio (2000) found that 

participants who listened to violent rap music (compared to non-violent rap and no music) were 

likely to evaluate the target male in an unrelated task as more inherently violent and less 

intelligent. Exploring the broader implications of this line of research can potentially provide 

greater insight into how stereotypes related to rap music can influence the perceived value of 

violent lyrics and other, related judgments. 

Given our current findings and previous scholarship (Dennis, 2007; Kubrin & Nielson, 

2014; Wilson, 2005), we suggest that researchers also explore the effectiveness of potential 

policy recommendations. For example, presenting instructions or expert testimony that explain 

the genre conventions of rap music to jurors may reduce the chance of biased judgments (Dennis, 

2007). Additionally, having jurors take the perspective of the songwriter rather than the listener 

may alter the interpretation of the lyrics. Although it is not likely that rap lyrics will be deemed 

inadmissible evidence by the courts (Dennis, 2007), it is important to develop solutions to 

mitigate any bias associated with the evidence and to determine the effectiveness of such policy 

recommendations.  
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Table 1. Experiment 1 participant (n = 126) demographics 

 
Variable Description N % of Ps 

Gender Female 53 42.1 

Male 73 57.9 

Race Black 8 6.3 

White 109 86.5 

Asian/ Pacific Islander 5 4 

Other 4 3.2 

Ethnicity Non-Hispanic 116 92.1 

Hispanic 10 7.9 

Education Level High School 14 11.1 

Vocational School 4 3.2 

College courses 60 47.6 

Completed university 44 34.9 

Graduate School 3 3.2 

Number of Children 0 86 68.3 

1 15 11.9 

2 14 11.1 

3 9 7.1 

4 2 1.6 

Preferred Music Classical 4 3.2 

Heavy Metal 5 4.0 

Country 11 8.7 

Rap 13 10.3 

Jazz 3 2.4 

Electronic 16 12.7 

Rock 74 58.7 

Music Listening Time < 1 hour 7 5.6 

1 hour 14 11.1 

2-5 hours 41 32.5 

6-10 hours 31 24.6 

10+ hours 33 26.2 

Political Ideology Liberal 71 56.4 

Moderate 22 17.5 

Conservative 33 26.2 

Political Affiliation Republican 25 19.8 

Democrat 56 44.4 

Other 45 35.8 
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Table 2. Scale items used to evaluate the offensiveness, regulation, and literally of the lyrics. 

(Note that groupings were determined by a principal components analysis using varimax 

rotation).   

 
 Country 

(Mean, 

SD) 

Rap 

(Mean, 

SD) 

Inter-item Correlations 

Factor 1: Offensiveness 

α = .914 

  Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 

Q1. I find the lyrics offensive. 4.50 (2.47) 5.16 

(2.54) 

1 .81 .76 .76 .67 

Q2: I object to the lyrics. 3.91 (2.49) 4.71 

(2.71) 

X 1 .76 .75 .65 

Q3: The song is dangerous or 

harmful to society. 

3.34 (2.21) 3.79 

(2.35) 

X X 1 .84 .65 

Q4: The lyrics are threatening. 3.18 (2.45) 4.21 

(2.51) 

X X X 1 .70 

Q5: The lyrics promote 

violence, riots, and civil unrest. 

 

4.78 (2.44) 5.21 

(2.74) 

X X X X 1 

Factor 2: Regulation 

α = .933 

  Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q11 

Q6: Something should be done 

to warn consumers about (or 

otherwise regulate) this song. 

 

3.50 (2.38) 4.37 

(2.40) 

1 .85 .55 .72 .69 .61 

Q7: There should be mandatory 

warning labels for this song. 

 

3.95 (2.54) 4.61 

(2.43) 

X 1 .52 .75 .67 .57 

Q8: They should ban such 

songs entirely. 

 

2.13 (1.76) 2.52 

(2.09) 

X X 1 .69 .62 .45 

Q9: Regulations should be 

placed on these types of songs. 

3.13 (2.37) 3.56 

(2.23) 

X X X 1 .73 .49 

Q10: These types of songs 

should not be played on the 

radio. 

 

3.59 (2.33) 4.44 

(2.43) 

X X X X 1 .67 

Q11: I would be opposed to my 

younger sibling or young child 

listening to this song. 

4.59 (2.78) 5.97 

(2.48) 

X X X X X 1 

Factor 3: Literality 

α = .814 

  Q12 Q13 Q14 

Q12: The lyrics are not based 

on a made-up story. 

2.52 (1.40) 2.45 

(1.18) 

1.00 .56 .46 

Pub
lis

he
d i

n P
sy

ch
olo

gy
, P

ub
lic

 P
oli

cy
 an

d t
he

 La
w

Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=2828948



Rap Music 32 

 

 
 

Q13: The lyrics are based on 

the song writer’s real-life 

experience. 

 

2.48 (1.51) 3.15 

(1.63) 

X 1.00 .77 

Q14: The lyrics were written to 

brag about the song writer’s 

experience. 

 

2.80 (1.78) 3.66 

(1.92) 

X X 1.00 

 

 

Table 3. Experiment 2 participant (n = 231) demographics 

 
Variable Description N % of Ps 

Gender Female 100 43.3 

Male 131 56.7 

Race Black 13 5.6 

White 197 85.3 

Native American 2 .9 

Asian/ Pacific Islander 14 6.1 

Other 5 2.2 

Ethnicity Non-Hispanic 220 95.2 

Hispanic 11 4.8 

Education Level High School 32 13 

Vocational School 3 1.3 

College courses 89 38.5 

Completed university 70 30.3 

Graduate School 37 16 

Number of Children 0 154 66.7 

1 33 14.3 

2 28 12.1 

3 11 4.8 

4 2 .9 

5+ 3 1.3 

Preferred Music Classical 7 3.0 

Heavy Metal 13 5.6 

Country 20 8.7 

Rap 32 13.9 

Jazz 10 4.3 

Electronic 32 13.9 

Rock 104 45.0 

Listening Time < 1 hour 10 4.3 

1 hour 16 6.9 

2-5 hours 88 38.1 

6-10 hours 45 19.5 

10+ hours 72 31.2 
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Political Ideology Liberal 99 54.5 

Moderate 50 21.6 

Conservative 55 23.8 

Political Affiliation Republican 42 18.2 

Democrat 101 43.7 

Other 88 38.1 

 

 

Table 4. Experiment 3 participant (n = 314) demographics 

 
Variable Description N % of Ps 

Gender Female 136 43.3 

Male 178 56.7 

Race Black 23 7.3 

White 250 79.6 

Native American 5 1.6 

Asian/ Pacific Islander 31 9.9 

Other 5 1.6 

Ethnicity Non-Hispanic 293 93.3 

Hispanic 21 6.7 

Education Level High School 35 11.1 

Vocational School 8 2.5 

College courses 126 40.1 

Completed university 108 34.4 

Graduate School 37 11.8 

Number of Children 0 212 67.5 

1 46 14.6 

2 31 9.9 

3 17 5.4 

4 5 1.6 

5+ 3 1.0 

Preferred Music Classical 16 5.1 

Heavy Metal 10 3.2 

Country 25 8.0 

Rap 40 12.7 

Jazz 17 5.4 

Electronic 41 13.1 

Rock 155 49.4 

Listening Time < 1 hour 21 6.7 

1 hour 31 9.9 

2-5 hours 114 36.3 

6-10 hours 82 26.1 

10+ hours 66 21.0 

Political Ideology Liberal 172 54.8 
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Moderate 66 21.0 

Conservative 51 24.2 

Political Affiliation Republican 53 16.9 

Democrat 137 43.6 

Other 124 39.5 
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Figure 1. Interactive effect of participants’ age (median split) and genre label ascribed to the 

lyrics on negative reactions to the lyrics. Note that error bars reflect 95% confidence intervals.  

 

 

 

Figure 2. Interactive effect of genre label ascribed to the lyrics and race of songwriter on 

negative reactions to the lyrics. Note that error bars reflect 95% confidence intervals. 
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