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Abstract Media content analyses indicate that gender-based differences in sexu-

ality are common and consistent with gender stereotypes. Specifically, women are

expected to focus on love and romantic relationships and have sexually objectified

bodies, while men are expected to focus on sexual behavior. Although decades of

research have documented the presence of these stereotypes in a broad variety of

visual media, much less is known about the content of popular music lyrics. Relying

on a database of 1250 songs across five decades (the top 50 songs from even-

numbered years from 1960 through 2008), we documented the presence or absence

of a dating relationship, the word ‘‘love’’ (and its uses), sexual activity, and sexual

objectification of females and males (separately). Analyses revealed that the vast

majority of songs addressed at least one of these themes, primarily dating rela-

tionships. Although female performers were proportionally more likely to address

romantic relationships than male performers, raw counts reversed this pattern

because male performers substantially outnumbered female performers. Males were

proportionally more likely to sing about sexual behavior and to objectify both

females and males. References to romantic relationships became less common over

time, while references to sexual behavior and objectified bodies became more

common. Content varied across genres, with rap being the least likely to reference

dating and most likely to reference sexual behavior. Implications for sexual

development are discussed.
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Introduction

Content analyses have revealed a substantial amount of sexual content in television

programs, magazines, romance novels, music videos, and video games (Downs and

Smith 2010; Hust et al. 2008; Kunkel et al. 2005; Romance Writers of America

2011; Taylor 2005; Turner 2011), including those products marketed towards and

preferred by adolescents (Carpenter 1998; Jhally 1994, 2007; Joshi et al. 2011;

Wallis 2011; Ward 1995). Reading across studies, the analyses indicate a small,

nearly ubiquitous set of messages consistent with gender stereotypes. Specifically,

female characters are typically positioned as focused on dating relationships,

interested in love, and ambivalent about sexual activity while male characters are

typically presented as wanting sex and being uninterested in dating relationships or

love. Further, sex is typically presented as occurring outside of marital relationships

(and often outside of romantic relationships), almost never leads to sexually

transmitted infections (STIs), and rarely leads to unplanned pregnancy (Arnett 2002;

Brown and Bobkowski 2011; Clawson 2005; Downs and Smith 2010; Hust et al.

2008; Taylor 2005; Turner 2011).

There is little doubt adolescents learn about dating and sexuality from the media

(Brown et al. 2006; Collins et al. 2003; Epstein and Ward 2008; see reviews by

Shewmaker 2015; Sutton et al. 2002; Ward 2003), which implies that understanding

the full range of sexuality messages is of great importance. Theories and theorists

have specified a variety of mechanisms by which this occurs, with more recent

models highlighting the interaction between teens and their media (Bleakley et al.

2008; Giles and Maltby 2004; North et al. 2007; Steele and Brown 1995).

When the focus is shifted from learning to enacted behaviors, researchers have

found some effects of music consumption on the behavior of adolescents. For

example, in a 3 year longitudinal study of adolescents, Martino et al. (2006), found

that greater levels of exposure to degrading lyrics were related to a younger age at

first intercourse and also a faster progression through non-coital behaviors. In a

laboratory setting, undergraduates who were exposed to 3 min of sexual lyrics rated

a hypothetical job applicant as sexier than their peers who were exposed to non-

sexual lyrics (Carpentier 2014). At the same time, a recent meta-analysis revealed

that the relationship between adolescents’ media consumption and both initiation of

sex (i.e., first coitus) and risky sexual behaviors were very small, although larger for

boys than girls (Ferguson et al. 2016/in press).

Although the database on media content is rather substantial, it is limited by a

general absence of information regarding music (Arnett 2002; Brown and

Bobkowski 2011; Roberts and Christenson 2001). This absence is particularly

noteworthy because nearly all adolescents listen to music regularly. Studies indicate

an average listening time of at least 5 h per day (Kistler et al. 2010; LaFerle et al.

2000; Primack et al. 2009; Ward et al. 2005; but see Rideout et al. 2010 for a lower
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estimate). Further, adolescents’ preferences are the primary determinant of the

year’s top songs (Arnett 2002; Whitburn 1986) and thus impact the larger culture.

Given music’s ubiquity, use, and cultural importance, some reviewers have

suggested that ‘‘listening to popular music is properly seen as a natural and

generally benign part of growing up in contemporary Western society’’ (Roberts and

Christenson 2001, p. 398).

Accordingly, we sought to determine if the content of popular music contains the

same gender-based stereotypical depictions of sexuality that have been documented

in visual media. Broadly speaking, we examined the presence of dating relation-

ships, love, sexual activity (i.e., orgasm producing sexual behaviors), and sexual

objectification in 1250 of the most popular songs from 1960 through 2008. We also

explored variations based on performer’s gender, decade, and musical genre.

Music Content

A small number of lyrical reviews of the romantic and sexual content have been

published, and these provide the starting point for our work. An analysis of

Billboard Magazine’s ‘‘all time 100 most popular songs’’ from 1958 to 1998

indexed references to love and sex, separately, per lyrical line (i.e., referent words

per line of text). The researchers found that songs by female performers contained

more lyrical references per line to both love and sex than male performers (Dukes

et al. 2003). Mean scores indicated that love words appeared approximately three

times more frequently than sex words (Dukes et al. 2003). A later and more detailed

study of the Top 100 songs per year from 1959, 1969, 1979, 1989, 1999, and 2009

found that males were more likely than females to include sexual references

throughout the time period, although the magnitude of the difference decreased in

more recent decades (Hall et al. 2012). We note that this analysis did not explicitly

assess dating or love. Another study adopted an evolutionary psychology approach

to lyrical content and thus classified all references to dating relationships, love, and

sexual behavior as ‘‘reproductive messages’’ (Hobbs and Gallup 2009). They found

that more than 90% of popular music titles contained at least one reproductive

message, but they did not examine differences based on sex of performer.

Accordingly, we hypothesize that (H1) female performers will be more likely than

male performers to address romantic themes, consistent with Dukes et al. (2003),

and that (H2) female performers will be less likely than male performers to address

sexual themes, consistent with Hall et al. (2012) and contrary to Dukes et al. (2003).

Analyses have also documented changes over time, often in interaction with

other constructs. Dukes et al. documented a decrease in love words per lyrical line

over time that was driven by female performers; male performers’ discussion of

love remained unchanged in their analysis (and was less frequent than female

performers). They also reported that women’s use of sex words decreased over time,

mostly after 1990, while men’s use of sex words increased in a linear fashion over

time. Hall et al. (2012) also reported an increase in sexual content by female

performers, noting levels near zero in 1959 and 1969; they reported that the rate of

change was inconsistent across the subsequent 10 year gaps in their study.

Accordingly, we anticipate that (H3) the number of songs with dating references
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will decrease over time and (H4) the number of songs with sexual references will

increase over time.

Some analyses have documented differences based on the song’s musical genre.

We note that musical genres, and the Billboard rankings that track them, do not have

static boundaries over time. Of particular importance for this discussion is rap,

which gained mainstream acceptance in 1992. Dukes et al. (2003) combined rap and

hip hop into a single category, while Hobbs and Gallup (2009) included rap as part

of R&B (Ryhthm & Blues). Both studies followed then-current categorizations by

Billboard. In the Dukes analysis, more than half of all songs were love songs, with

substantial differences by genre (R&B: 96%, rock: 85%, rap/hip-hop: 59%). In the

Hobbs and Gallup study, reproductive messages were more common in the R&B

genre than in country or rock, which did not differ from each other. Both of these

studies suggest that the rap genre is key to these differences. Several content

analyses of rap lyrics and rap videos have found relatively high levels of sexual

content, hypersexuality, objectification of women, sexism, and misogyny (Herd

2015; Hurt 2007; Weitzer and Kubrin 2009). Accordingly, we hypothesized that

(H5) dating content would vary by genre, with relatively low levels of this content

appearing in rap lyrics and (H6) sexual content would vary by genre, with relatively

high levels of this content appearing in rap lyrics.

Although we do not test these issues directly due to cell size issues (see method),

we also note that longitudinal changes based on genre and performer’s ethnicity have

also been documented. For example, Hobbs and Gallup reported that reproductive

messages were more common in the R&B genre than the rock and country genres in

1999 and 2009, but not in the four prior decades; references in rock and country songs

were not statistically different from each other in any decade. Hall et al. (2012) found

that non-white performers were more likely to have sexualized lyrics than white

performers in 1999 and 2009, but not in the four decades prior.

Sexual Objectification

Sexual objectification of bodies in the media, particularly female bodies, has been the

subject of several analyses of visual media. Regarding lyrics, Hobbs and Gallup

(2009) assessed three messages that potentially reflect sexual objectification

(genitalia references, other body part references, and sex appeal). They found each

of these themes to be most common in R&B and least common in country (in 2009),

while also demonstrating that each of these three themes appeared at similar rates

when all songs from 2009 (combined) were compared to a selection of songs from the

opera and art genres (separately). Analyses of visual media as diverse as magazines,

music videos, video games, television shows, and pornography, indicates that women

are routinely objectified (Downs and Smith 2010; Fouts and Burggraf 2000; Hurt

2007; Jhally 1994, 2007; Picker and Sun 2008; Taylor 2005; Turner 2011; Wallis

2011). Men are also objectified in these media, although at lower rates than women

(Downs and Smith 2010; Fouts and Vaughan 2002; Turner 2011; Wallis 2011).

A detailed examination of five decades’ worth of cover pictures from Rolling

Stone magazine illustrated this gender-based differential. Although men appeared

on the cover three times more often than women, women’s rate of sexual
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objectification was approximately four times higher in every decade and the most

highly sexualized male image had a score near the median level of sexualization of

female images (Hatton and Trautner 2011). The Rolling Stone analysis also

demonstrated that sexualized images have become more common over time for both

women and men. For men, this finding is consistent with other data indicating a

greater emphasis on men’s body image and appearance (Edwards et al. 2014; Pope

et al. 2000). We hypothesize that objectification will increase over time for women

(H7a) and men (H7b), separately, and that (H8) rates of objectification will vary by

genre.

Accordingly, we sought to examine the presence of gender-differentiated sexual

stereotypes in music lyrics across a 50-year period. Specifically, we expected female

performers would reference romantic relationships and love more frequently than

male performers, while male performers would reference sexual activity more

frequently than female performers. We also expected that female bodies would be

objectified more frequently than male bodies, regardless of the performer’s sex. We

also hypothesized that references to sexual behavior and sexual objectification

would become more frequent over time, while references to romantic relationships

and love would become less frequent over time. Further, we hypothesized that the

rap genre would include more references to sexual behavior and (female)

objectification, and fewer references to love or romantic relationships, than other

genres.

Method

Song and Artist Information

Billboard’s Year-End Hot 100 chart includes the most popular songs across all

genres of music as ranked by radio airplay, sales data, and, in more recent years,

online streaming activity (Billboard 2009; Whitburn 1986). Using the fifty highest-

rated songs from the even-numbered years between 1960 and 2008, we compiled a

list of 1250 songs to analyze. We recorded year, title, rank, and performer for each

song.

Performer Information

For each song, the performer’s sex, ethnicity, and primary musical genre were

recorded from allmusic.com. There were 919 unique performers across all years.

Omitting guest performers (e.g., ‘‘Usher featuring Lil Jon and Ludacris’’), there

were 895 unique primary artists (e.g., Usher). Sex and ethnicity were coded for all

listed performers. The majority of performers (n = 721, 80.5%) had exactly one

song in this analysis. The five performers (and their genres) who appeared most

often in our analysis were Mariah Carey (R&B), The Beatles (Rock), Janet Jackson

(R&B), Madonna (R&B), and Usher (R&B).

Genre was coded using solely the primary artist. For genre information, we chose

allmusic.com instead of popular retailers (e.g., iTunes, Amazon.com) for several
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reasons. First and foremost, allmusic.com provides substantive, detailed descrip-

tions of major genres and their subgenres that identifies the primary musical

characteristics by which each genre is defined; this information had previously been

available in print (e.g., All Music Guide, 1997). The commercial services do not

provide this information, nor any information about how artists are categorized. As

researchers (and fans), we are confused by iTunes’ categorization of Frank Sinatra,

Beyonce, and Lady Gaga as ‘‘Pop’’ artists and believe Allmusic.com’s categoriza-

tion of these artists as Vocal, R&B, and Pop, respectively, more accurately reflects

their musical approach. Second, allmusic.com lists performers as having multiple

genres and subgenres (where relevant), and provides this information based on their

recordings, not alphabetically. iTunes does not appear to allow multiple genres and

Amazon.com does not appear to provide any type of genre information. Third,

Allmusic.com identifies rap as its own genre, distinct from R&B, mirroring current

recording industry distinctions as well as researchers’ treatment of rap as a distinct

genre.

Of the 1250 songs, 328 were performed by a female solo artist or all female

group (e.g., Diana Ross and the Supremes, The Pussycat Dolls), 827 were

performed by a male solo artist or all male group (e.g., The Rolling Stones,

Backstreet Boys), and 95 were performed by a mixed-sex group. Because mixed-sex

groups include both female and male singers, these songs were excluded from

Table 1 Number (and percentage) of songs per decade by performer’s ethnicity and sex

Ethnicity Sex 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 Total

African-

American

Fem 25 (10.0) 16 (6.4) 18 (7.2) 46 (18.4) 29 (11.6) 134 (10.72)

Mal 44 (17.6) 47 (18.8) 34 (13.6) 68 (27.2) 69 (27.6) 262 (20.96)

Mix 1 (.40) 12 (4.8) 2 (.8) 5 (2.0) 14 (5.6) 34 (2.72)

Tot 70 (28.0) 75 (30.0) 54 (21.6) 119 (47.6) 112 (44.8) 430 (34.4)

European-

American

Fem 23 (9.2) 14 (5.6) 44 (17.6) 43 (17.2) 38 (15.2) 162 (12.96)

Mal 149 (59.6) 130 (52.0) 135 (54.0) 53 (21.2) 58 (23.2) 525 (42.00)

Mix 4 (1.6) 14 (5.6) 4 (1.6) 9 (3.6) 2 (.8) 33 (2.64)

Tot 176 (70.4) 158 (63.2) 183 (73.2) 105 (42.0) 98 (39.2) 720 (57.6)

Other ethnicity Fem 0 (.0) 3 (1.2) 4 (1.6) 1 (.4) 3 (1.2) 11 (.88)

Mal 0 (.0) 1 (.4) 1 (.4) 4 (1.6) 6 (2.4) 12 (.96)

Mix 0 (.0) 0 (.0) 0 (.0) 0 (.0) 1 (.4) 1 (.08)

Tot 0 (.0) 4 (1.6) 5 (2.0) 5 (2.0) 10 (4.0) 24 (1.92)

Multi-ethnica Fem 0 (.0) 0 (.0) 1 (.4) 14 (5.6) 6 (2.4) 21 (1.68)

Mal 2 (.8) 7 (2.8) 6 (2.4) 6 (2.4) 7 (2.8) 28 (2.24)

Mix 2 (.8) 6 (2.4) 1 (.4) 1 (.4) 17 (6.8) 27 (2.16)

Tot 4 (1.6) 13 (5.2) 8 (3.2) 21 (8.4) 30 (12.0) 76 (6.08)

250 songs per decade, 1250 songs total
a Multi-ethnic includes multi-ethnic individuals as well as groups whose members are from different

ethnic groups
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analyses examining performer’s gender. Of the remaining 1155 songs, women

performed 28.4% (Table 1). The percentage of female (vs. male) performers varied

substantially and significantly across decades, with female artists constituting no

more than 20% of performers in the 1960s and 1970s and at least 25% of performers

in subsequent decades, v2 (4, n = 1155) = 61.82, p\ .001.

Most songs were performed by individuals of European-American (n = 720,

57.6%) or African-American descent (n = 430, 34.4%). Multi-ethnic individuals

and groups were the next largest group (n = 76, 6.1%) and the remaining

performers did not have identifiable ethnic groups (\2%) (Table 1). The percentage

of songs performed by European-Americans dropped after the 1980s and was

mirrored by an increase in the number of songs performed by individuals of

African-American descent, as well as mixed-ethnicity groups, v2 (12,

n = 1250) = 120.29, p\ .001.

Most songs (qua performers) were identified as belonging to the rock/pop genre

(‘‘rock’’; n = 650, 52.0%), with a substantial number in the Rhythm and Blues

(‘‘R&B’’; n = 373, 29.8%) and rap genres (n = 87, 7.0%) (Table 2). No other

Table 2 Number (and percentage) of songs by performer’s ethnicity, sex, and genre

Rock R&B Rap Other Total

African-American

Fem 8 (1.23) 120 (32.17) 4 (4.6) 2 (1.43) 134 (10.72)

Mal 8 (1.23) 170 (45.58) 61 (70.11) 23 (16.43) 262 (20.96)

Mix 2 (.31) 19 (5.09) 8 (9.2) 5 (3.57) 34 (2.72)

Tot. 18 (2.77) 309 (82.84) 73 (83.91) 30 (21.43) 430 (34.4)

European-American

Fem 118 (18.15) 14 (3.75) 0 (.00) 30 (21.43) 162 (12.96)

Mal 451 (69.38) 11 (2.95) 4 (4.6) 59 (42.14) 525 (42.00)

Mix 28 (4.31) 1 (.27) 0 (.00) 4 (2.86) 33 (2.64)

Tot. 597 (91.85) 26 (6.97) 4 (4.6) 93 (66.43) 720 (57.6)

Other ethnicity

Fem 5 (.77) 3 (.8) 0 (.00) 3 (2.14) 11 (.88)

Mal 2 (.31) 3 (.8) 0 (.00) 7 (5.00) 12 (.96)

Mix 0 (.00) 1 (.27) 0 (.00) 0 (.00) 1 (.08)

Tot. 7 (1.08) 7 (1.88) 0 (.00) 10 (7.14) 24 (1.92)

Multi-ethnic

Fem 4 (.62) 14 (3.75) 1 (1.15) 2 (1.43) 21 (1.68)

Mal 13 (2.00) 10 (2.68) 4 (4.6) 1 (.71) 28 (2.24)

Mix 11 (1.69) 7 (1.88) 5 (5.75) 4 (2.86) 27 (2.16)

Tot. 28 (4.31) 31 (8.31) 10 (11.49) 7 (5.00) 76 (6.08)

Total

Fem 135 (20.77) 151 (40.48) 5 (5.75) 37 (26.43) 328 (26.24)

Mal 474 (72.92) 194 (52.01) 69 (79.31) 90 (64.29) 827 (66.16)

Mix 41 (6.31) 28 (7.51) 13 (14.94) 13 (9.29) 95 (7.6)

Tot. 650 (100) 373 (100) 87 (100) 140 (100) 1250 (100)
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genre (e.g., Country) accounted for as much as 3.5% of the songs, so the remainder

were grouped together as ‘‘miscellaneous’’ genres (n = 140, 11.2%). The number of

songs from each genre appearing in the Top 50 varied over time, v2 (12,

n = 1250) = 230.63, p\ .001. Rock songs dominated the charts from the 1960s

through the 1980s and they constituted more than half of the songs in the analysis.

Rap music was not widely known until the 1980s and no rap song made the charts

until the 1990s. This coincides with the acquisition of smaller record labels that

produced rap music by the major music companies in the early 1990s, which

enabled both greater production and greater distribution (Hurt 2007; Jhally 2007;

Weitzer and Kubrin 2009).

Performers’ sex, ethnicity, and genre interacted in systematic ways; each two-

variable Chi squared test was significant v2 (dfs = 3–9, n = 1155–1250) C 22.9,

ps\ .001 (Table 2). Males outnumbered females among all ethnic groups, with

particularly large differences among those of European-American (76.4%) and

African-American (66.2%) descent. Similarly, males outnumbered females among

all genres, with particularly large margins among rap (93.2%), rock (77.8%), and

the miscellaneous genres (70.9%). European-Americans dominated the rock

(91.8%) genre and were more common among the miscellaneous genre (66.4%);

African-Americans dominated the rap (83.9%) and R&B (82.8%) genres. Given the

variability in ethnic composition of performers within each genre, as well as the

focus on genre in the literature, we chose to highlight genre, not ethnicity (but see

Hall et al. 2012, for a focus on performer’s ethnicity).

Lyrics

Song lyrics were obtained from lyrics.com (88.3% of songs), songlyrics.com (8.2%

of songs), and the performer’s websites (3.5% of songs). Song lyrics were verified

using a cross-source comparison for songs from 1960, 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2000,

providing 98% agreement across sources.

Coding Scheme

The coding team consisted of ten undergraduates and one doctoral faculty member.

An initial training round used twenty-six off-year songs (e.g., 1975) split into two

segments. During training, all coders scored all songs for all variables. The initial

coding scheme was clarified and altered, as needed, and overall intercoder

agreement was in excess of 80% across all coders and all variables.

For the focal coding, songs were segmented into ‘‘packets’’ of 10 songs with

consecutive rankings from each year (e.g., 1–10, 11–20, etc.), creating 125 packets

(5 per year, 25 years). The packets were randomized so that any ‘‘drift’’ in coding

standards would not be confounded with the year in which the song was released.

Packets were then randomly assigned to members of the coding team.

Working independently, two coders assessed each song. Inter-rater reliability was

greater than 80% for every variable in this analysis. Krippendorff’s alpha (Hayes

and Krippendorff 2007) was also computed for each of variable. Only dating

(ka = .72) exceeded the conventional standard of .70; sex (ka = .63) and presence
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of love (ka = .67) were relatively close to the threshold, while explicitness

(ka = .51) and objectification (ka = .41) were much worse. In an assessment of

reliability statistics used in content analyses, Oleinik et al. (2014) reported that

Krippendorff’s alpha returned values substantially lower than Pearson’s r and that

Krippendorff’s alpha is better suited for stylistic or literal coding (e.g., presence or

absence of dating) than for rhetorical or interpretive coding (e.g., explicitness). In

order to improve the fidelity of the data set, all coding disagreements were

reconciled in two to three person teams; reconciliation required consensus among all

members of the reconciliation team.

Coding samples are provided in Table 3. To assess dating, coders determined if the

song described a romantic relationship that was expected to persist formonths or years

and presumed to be monogamous (Bogle 2008; Garcia et al. 2012). The relationship

could be desired (future), current, or past and could be referenced directly,

colloquially, or clearly implied; coders were trained to not assume that a dating

relationship existed simply because a song also referenced sexual behavior. Similar

parameters were used to assess sex, defined here as any activity leading to orgasm

(including masturbation); sex could be desired, current, or past, and could be

referenced directly, colloquially (e.g., ‘‘hit it’’), or clearly implied. Sexual activity was

not taken as a sign of dating relationship. Coders also indicated if the word ‘‘love’’

appeared in the song and, if so, whether it was used romantically (e.g., ‘‘in love’’), as a

sexual reference (e.g., ‘‘make love’’), both romantically and sexually, or in some other

form, such as admiration or love for a friend. Coders also determined the explicitness

of the sexual reference, recording if it was through metaphor, via the word ‘‘love’’

(e.g., ‘‘make love’’), or directly (including slang, such as ‘‘hit it’’).

To assess objectification, coders determined if the song referred to females or

males (separately) as sexual objects. References to the singer or an unnamed target

(‘‘you’’) were scored based on the performer’s sex and assumed that songs were

written for a heterosexual audience. Songs by mixed-sex groups were omitted from

the objectification analyses because this level of detail was beyond the scope of our

coding scheme.

A small number of songs (n = 15, 1.2%) were instrumental and thus did not

include any lyrics. Because our goal was to examine how frequently specific types

of content appear, we retained the instrumental songs in our analysis. Instrumental

songs appeared primarily in the 1960s (n = 9) and into the 1970s (n = 5), with only

one instrumental present in the 1980s and none later. This decade-based pattern was

not expected by chance, v2 (4, n = 1250) = 20.92, p\ .001.

Results

Analytic Approach

Before proceeding, we draw attention to the differential between the descriptive raw

counts (Table 4) and the proportional values (Table 5) that form the basis of

inferential comparisons. Songs by male performers outnumber songs by female

performers approximately 2.5–1. Figure 1a (raw counts) and b (proportions)
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illustrate a concern regarding our results by illustrating the findings for dating songs.

As indicated in Fig. 1a and Table 4, dating songs by male performers substantially

outnumber those by female performers from the 1960s through the 1980s, with the

numbers becoming more equal in the 1990s and 2000s. However, as indicated in

Fig. 1b and Table 5, the proportional values indicate that female performers sang

Table 3 Lyric code book with examples

Coding

category

Example lyrics (with title, year, genre)

Dating ‘‘Oh please say to me/You’ll let me be your man/And please say to me/You’ll let me

hold your hand’’ (I Want To Hold Your Hand, 1964, rock)

‘‘Whoa, you like to think that you’re immune to the stuff, oh yeah/It’s closer to the

truth to say you can’t get enough/You know you’re gonna have to face it, you’re

addicted to love’’ (Addicted to Love, 1986, rock)a

Sex (orgasmic) ‘‘They say I better stop—or I’ll go blind/…/Because I can’t stop messin’ with the

danger zone’’ (She Bop, 1984, rock)

‘‘Promiscuous girl/You’re teasing me/You know what I want/And I got what you need’’

(Promisucous, 2006, rap)

‘‘Love’’

…As romance

‘‘Girl, there’s just no livin’ without you./Don’t take your love away from me./Don’t

you leave my heart in misery’’ (Breaking Up Is Hard To Do, 1962, Rock)

‘‘Whoa, you like to think that you’re immune to the stuff, oh yeah/It’s closer to the

truth to say you can’t get enough/You know you’re gonna have to face it, you’re

addicted to love’’ (Addicted to Love, 1986, rock)a

…As sex ‘‘(Under the boardwalk) people walking above/(Under the boardwalk) we’ll be making

love/Under the boardwalk, boardwalk!’’ (Under the Boardwalk, 1964, Rock)

‘‘Cause we got so far to go/You gotta feel that heat/And we can ride the boogie/Share

that beat of love’’ (Rock With You, 1980, rock)

…As both ‘‘The look of love/Is saying so much more than/Just words could every say/…/Let’s

take a lovers vow/And seal it with a kiss’’ (Look of Love, 1968, Rock)

‘‘Secret lovers that’s what we are/Trying so hard to hide the way we feel/…/In the

middle of makin’ love we notice the time’’ (Secret Lovers, 1986, rock)a

Explicitness

…Metaphor

‘‘You got the peaches, I got the cream/Sweet to taste, saccharine/…/Pour some sugar

on me’’ (Pour Some Sugar On Me, 1988, Rock)a

‘‘I say he so sweet/Make her wanna’ lick the rapper/So I let her lick the rapper/Sh, sh,

she lick me/Like a lollipop’’ (Lollipop, 2008, rap)a

…Love ‘‘Making love in the afternoon/with Cecilia up in my bedroom.’’ (Cecilia, 1970, Rock)

‘‘In the middle of makin’ love we notice the time’’ (Secret Lovers, 1986, rock)a

…Sex ‘‘Give me give me wild west/give me give me safe sex’’ (Wild Wild West, 1988, Rock)

‘‘You can do me in the morning/You can do me in the night/You can do me when you

want to do me’’ (Do Me!, 1990, R&B)

Objectifies

women

‘‘Lookin’ like a tramp, like a video vamp’’ (Pour Some Sugar On Me, 1988, Rock)a

‘‘Ass is fat, frame is little/Tattoo in your chest with his name in the middle/Uh, I’m not

a hater I just crush a lot/& the way you shake your booty I don’t want you to stop’’

(What’s Luv, 2002, rap)a

‘‘You know I’d like to touch/Ya lovely lady lumps’’ (Lollipop, 2008, rap)a

Objectifies

men

‘‘I stroll in the club with my hat down/Michael Jack style’’ (What’s Luv, 2002, rap)a

‘‘Sh-, sh-, she lick me/Like a lollipop’’ (Lollipop, 2008, rap)a

a Denotes lyric that exemplifies multiple coding themes
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Table 4 Raw counts for song

characteristics by decade and

performer’s sex

1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s Total

All songs

n 250 250 250 250 250 1250

Dating 178 170 197 173 165 883

Love 146 143 155 142 122 708

…Romance 137 117 128 108 97 587

…Sex 4 8 2 9 12 35

…Both 5 18 25 25 13 86

Sex 18 45 54 67 88 272

Explicitness 16 44 53 67 83 263

…Metaphor 8 19 35 34 46 142

…Love 8 25 14 15 7 69

…Sex 0 0 4 18 30 52

Objectifctn 21 19 20 39 80 179

…Of women 18 16 18 31 77 160

…Of men 4 3 3 18 24 52

Female performers

n 48 33 67 104 76 328

Dating 40 27 52 84 59 262

Love 37 21 44 69 46 217

…Romance 35 18 36 55 40 184

…Sex 1 1 0 1 2 5

…Both 1 2 8 13 4 28

Sex 3 5 12 22 15 57

Explicitness 3 5 11 23 12 54

…Metaphor 1 2 7 12 9 31

…Love 2 3 3 6 2 16

…Sex 0 0 1 5 1 7

Objectifctn 2 1 3 7 14 27

…Of women 0 0 2 3 12 17

…Of men 2 1 1 6 5 15

Male performers

n 195 185 176 131 140 827

Dating 135 119 138 80 82 554

Love 107 104 104 65 58 438

…Romance 101 82 86 48 46 363

…Sex 3 7 2 7 7 26

…Both 3 15 16 10 5 49

Sex 14 36 41 38 56 185

Explicitness 12 35 41 36 55 179

…Metaphor 7 15 28 17 25 92

…Love 5 20 10 7 3 45

…Sex 0 0 3 12 27 42

Objectifctn 19 15 17 29 50 130
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about dating more frequently and the percentages were more similar across all five

decades. Accordingly, we address both descriptive and inferential statistics

throughout the ‘‘Results’’ section, following Hatton and Trautner’s (2011) approach

to a similar disparity in female and male representation on Rolling Stone covers.

Throughout our study, we used analysis of variance (ANOVA) to examine lyrical

outcomes. Because our variables were scored 0/1, the means are equivalent to

proportions (cf. ter Bogt et al. 2010). The use of ANOVAs allowed us to examine

linear, quadratic, cubic, and 4th order patterns of change across decades, as well as

interactions between primary variables (e.g., performer’s sex x decade). Although

Chi Squared is typically considered more appropriate for categorical data (e.g., Hall

et al. 2012), it does not allow direct assessment of the type of change over decades

(e.g., linear, quadratic) or the interactional patterns we sought to identify.

Descriptive Overview

The majority of popular songs addressed a dating relationship (71%) for the whole

sample and in every decade (Table 5, top panel). A similar pattern was found for use

of the word love (57%), which appeared in a majority of songs for every decade

except the 2000s (49%); love was most frequently used as a romantic reference, not

a sexual reference (or both). A substantial minority of songs contained sexual

references (22%), and these occurred most frequently via metaphor (11% of all

songs). Sexual objectification appeared in a minority of songs (14%), with sexual

objectification of female bodies (13%) occurring more frequently than objectifica-

tion of male bodies (4%).

Analyses

Our analyses began with an examination of differences in song content based on

performer’s sex and decade. Because the rap genre did not appear in the rankings

until the two most recent decades, genre was assessed in a separate analysis (see

below). For each coded variable, we computed a series of 2 (performer’s sex) 9 5

(decade) ANOVAs. Descriptive information, as well as the results of significance

tests, are provided in Table 5. The top panel provides means (or proportions) for all

songs in each decade; the middle and bottom panels provide information for female

and male performers, respectively.

Performer’s Sex

Given the disparity in number of songs by female versus male performers (328 vs.

827), there should be no surprise that raw counts for male performers were higher

Table 4 continued
1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s Total

…Of women 18 13 16 26 50 123

…Of men 2 2 2 10 11 27
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for every variable in the analysis. The female:male ratio ranged from approximately

1:2 to as high as 1:7, with the largest disparities occurring in the areas that female

performers were least likely to sing about (e.g., objectification of female bodies,

using the word ‘‘love’’ to refer only to sex).

Dating references occurred in a greater percentage of songs by female

performers (F values are provided in Table 5, middle panel). Specifically, women

were more likely than men to sing about dating (.80 vs. .67), use the word love

(.66 vs. .53), and use love strictly in its romantic sense (.56 vs. .44), consistent

with H1. Sexual references occurred in a substantial minority of songs, appearing

less frequently for female than male performers (.17 vs. .22). This was also true

for explicit (.16 vs. .22) and direct (.02 vs. .05) references to sex, consistent with

H2. Female performers were less likely to include objectifying lyrics (.08 vs. .16),

especially lyrics objectifying women (.05 vs. .15). There were no differences

between female and male performers in the use of love to refer to sex, the use of

love to refer to both romance and sex, metaphoric references to sex, or the

objectification of males.

Decade

Raw counts indicated some general trends over time. Broadly speaking, references

to romantic relationships and uses of the word love were relatively stable from the

1960 s through the 1990s, but were less frequent in the 2000s. We note a relative

highpoint in romantic songs during the 1980s. Use of the word love to refer to

romantic relationships became less frequent over time, dropping by approximately

one-third. References to sexual activity increased fourfold over time, both as

metaphor and directly; use of the term ‘‘making love’’ peaked in the 1970s.

Objectification also showed a fourfold increase over time.

The proportion of songs that addressed dating did not change significantly across

decades, although most other lyrical components did exhibit temporal change (F

values are provided in Table 5, top panel). Although overall use of the word love

did not change over time, there was a linear decrease in romantic uses of the word

love and a quadratic change in uses of the word love to refer to both romance and

sex, described by an inverted-U that peaked in the 1980s and 1990s. These findings

are mostly contrary to H3, which predicted a general decrease in use of the word

love.

Across decades, there were linear increases in sexual content and references to

sex (overall), as well as metaphorical references to sex, consistent with H4. Direct

references to sex and the objectification of women demonstrated linear and

quadratic increases over time, with the rate of increase accelerating from the 1980s

into the 1990s and then accelerating further into the 2000s; for objectification of

women, the shift is from a relatively stable 6–7% of songs from the 1960s through

the 1980s to 12% of songs in the 1990s and 31% of songs in the 2000s. We note that

objectification of men also increased over time, but was consistently smaller than

and increased at a slower rate than objectification of women, consistent with H7a

and H7b.
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Table 5 Song characteristics by decade and performer’s sex

All 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s ANOVA

All performers (n = 1250) Decade

Dating .71 .71 .68 .79 .69 .67 1.42

Love .57 .58 .57 .62 .57 .49 2.36

…Romance .47 .55 .47 .51 .43 .39 4.14**

…Sex .03 .02 .03 .01 .04 .05 1.28

…Both .07 .02 .07 .10 .10 .05 4.08**

Sex .22 .07 .18 .22 .27 .35 8.22***

Explicitness .22 .06 .18 .21 .27 .34 7.89***

…Metaphor .11 .03 .08 .14 .14 .18 4.31**

…Love .06 .03 .10 .06 .06 .03 2.30

…Sex .04 .00 .00 .02 .07 .12 10.19***

Objectifctn .14 .08 .08 .08 .16 .32 13.33***

…Of women .13 .07 .06 .07 .12 .31 15.54***

…Of men .04 .02 .01 .01 .07 .10 4.17**

Female performers (n = 328) Perf sex

Dating .80 .83 .82 .78 .81 .78 19.31***

Love .66 .77 .64 .66 .66 .61 17.99***

…Romance .56 .73 .55 .54 .53 .53 17.88***

…Sex .02 .02 .03 .00 .01 .03 2.10

…Both .09 .02 .06 .12 .13 .05 \1

Sex .17 .06 .16 .18 .21 .20 7.84**

Explicitness .16 .06 .15 .16 .22 .16 9.13**

…Metaphor .09 .02 .06 .10 .12 .02 2.42

…Love .05 .04 .09 .04 .06 .04 \1

…Sex .02 .00 .00 .01 .05 .00 11.45***

Objectifctn .08 .04 .03 .04 .07 .18 18.05***

…Of women .05 .00 .00 .03 .03 .16 30.25***

…Of men .05 .04 .03 .01 .06 .07 \1

Male performers (n = 827) Decade 9 sex

Dating .67 .69 .65 .78 .61 .59 1.69

Love .53 .55 .56 .59 .50 .41 \1

…Romance .44 .52 .44 .49 .37 .33 \1

…Sex .03 .02 .04 .01 .05 .05 \1

…Both .06 .02 .08 .09 .08 .04 \1

Sex .22 .07 .20 .23 .29 .40 1.58

Explicitnss .22 .06 .19 .23 .27 .40 2.74*

…Metaphor .11 .04 .08 .16 .13 .18 \1

…Love .05 .03 .11 .06 .05 .02 \1

…Sex .05 .00 .00 .02 .09 .19 7.48***

Objectifctn .16 .10 .08 .10 .22 .36 1.56

…Of women .15 .09 .07 .09 .20 .36 1.83
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Performer’s Sex 3 Decade

As noted earlier, songs by female performers were much less common than songs by

male performers and this pattern was replicated for all coded variables. The 1990s

provided a few exceptions, and we note that this decade had the smallest

female:male disparity (1:1.25). Here, women’s lyrical references to dating

Table 5 continued

All 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s ANOVA

…Of men .03 .01 .01 .01 .08 .08 \1

df (performer’s sex) = 1, df (decade) = 4, df (performer’s sex x decade) = 4, df (error) = 1145
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Fig. 1 a Raw counts for dating by performer sex and decade. b Proportional counts for dating by
performer sex and decade
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relationships, the word love, use of love in its romantic sense, and use of love to

refer to both love and sex, outnumbered male performer’s lyrical references. Some

other cells had equal or similar numbers, although not in any discernible pattern.

Among our outcome variables, the only significant interactions between

performer’s sex and decade occurred for explicit references to sex, as well as

direct references to sex (F values in Table 4, bottom panel). To decompose these

interactions, univariate ANOVAs within each sex were computed. For direct

references to sex, women demonstrated no change across decades and men

demonstrated both linear and quadratic increases.

Genre

Finally, we examined differences across the rap, R&B, rock, and other genres. Rap

songs do not appear in the Top 50 until the 1990s, so we computed the analyses

twice, once with all decades and once with just the 1990s and 2000s. The pattern of

results were highly similar across analyses. We present results for the 1990s and

2000s (Table 6).

Inferential analyses relied on a series of One-Way ANOVAs with genre as the

independent variable. Results revealed differences between rap and all other genres.

In particular, rap songs were significantly less likely than songs from all other

genres to refer to a dating relationship, include the word love, or use the word love

to refer to romance, consistent with H5. Rap songs were more likely to directly

address sexual behavior, reference sexual behavior explicitly (i.e., not via metaphor

Table 6 Song characteristics by genre (1990–2008)

Misc.

(n = 140)

Rock

(n = 650)

R&B

(n = 373)

Rap

(n = 87)

F

Dating .70a .71a .78a .40b 14.85***

Love .57ab .49a .67b .30c 11.77***

…Romance .47a .43a .50a .15b 11.03***

…Sex .06 .02 .06 .03 1.65

…Both .04 .04 .10 .11 2.68*

Sex .26ab .14a .32b .70c 34.32***

Explicitness .21ab .13a .33b .68c 34.50***

…Metaphor .17ab .08a .20b .25b 6.14***

…Love .02 .04 .07 .02 1.50

…Sex .02a .02a .05a .39b 44.82***

Objectify .17ab .10a .22b .61c 34.85***

…Women .17ab .08a .20b‘ .59c 37.96***

…Men .09ab .04a .08b .20c 6.46***

df = 1, 1246 for analyses regarding dating, love, sex, and explicitness. df = 1, 1151 for all objectification

variables

Values with different superscripts are significantly different across genres

* p\ .05; ** p\ .01; *** p\ .001
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or ‘‘love’’), objectify women, and objectify men, consistent with H6 and H8. There

were also several differences between the rock and R&B genres. R&B songs were

more likely to reference dating relationships, use the word love, address sexual

behavior, use metaphors to describe sexual behavior, objectify women, and

objectify men.

Discussion

Our analysis of lyrical content of the Top 50 songs from even numbered years

between 1960 and 2008 found that dating and sexual content is quite common and is

partly consistent with cultural notions of gender-differentiated sexual activity. We

found that references to romantic relationships appear in the vast majority of songs,

and the word ‘‘love’’ appears in slightly more than half of all songs and is most

typically used to refer to romantic love (i.e., being in love), while references to

intercourse (and other orgasm producing activities) and sexual objectification

appeared in a sizable minority of songs. Content varied by performer’s sex, decade,

and genre, with sexual (vs. dating) content proportionally more common among

male performers, in more recent decades, and in the rap genre. However, we note

that male performers outnumbered female performers by a substantial margin

(2.5:1), so raw counts for males were higher for almost all cells in the analysis, even

when inferential tests indicated the content was more common in female

performers’ lyrics.

Broadly speaking, gender differences in our results suggest the portrayal of

dating and sexuality in popular music lyrics is quite similar to the portrayal in other

media formats (Clawson 2005; Herd 2015; Kunkel et al. 2005; Taylor 2005; Ward

1995) and consistent with cultural expectations and stereotypes (Arnett 2002;

Smiler 2013; Tolman 2002). In particular, women were more likely to sing about

dating and love, and men were more likely to objectify others, particularly women.

Men were also more likely to sing about sex; this difference did not reach statistical

significance but given the substantially greater number of songs by male performers,

the raw counts are notably different. Women and men did not systematically vary in

how they used the word love or the explicitness of their sexual references.

Raw counts told a story about men that is contrary to cultural stereotypes. Our

data showed that men sang about dating in two-thirds of the songs we analyzed and

love in half of our sample songs, more than doubling the number of times women

addressed these topics. Moreover, male performers referenced dating relationships

approximately three times more often than they referenced sex. The emphasis on

dating relationships and love more so than sex are consistent with the most common

reasons male and female youth endorse for both dating and intercourse (Meston and

Buss 2007; Smiler 2008; Smiler and Heasley 2016). The pattern by which a

minority of men emphasize sex in way that creates a male versus female difference

is also found in studies of desired (Schmitt et al. 2003) and actual partners (Dariotis

et al. 2008; Humblet et al. 2003) and appears to contribute to our cultural

stereotypes about male sexuality (see Smiler 2011, 2013 for discussion).
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The nearly 2.5–1 ratio of songs by male to female performers in this data set may

be said to distort the differences we identified. For example, while males were more

likely to sing about sex and female were more likely to use love romantically, the

two appeared with identical frequency (sexual references for males, n = 185;

romantic love references for females, n = 184). Thus, men could be said to sing

about sex as often as women sing about romantic love, although the claim relies on

men’s overrepresentation in the dataset. The differing trends based on raw counts

and sex-based comparisons suggest that it might be difficult for an individual

adolescent to identify the ways in which lyrics simultaneously support and

challenge stereotypes.

Over these five decades, relational content became somewhat less common and

sexual content, including objectification of women, became more common; these

trends were slightly more apparent in songs performed by males than females. The

changes seem to be driven by the rap genre, which did not place a song in the Top

50 until the 1990s. Unlike pop/rock, rhythm and blues, and other genres, rap songs

were much less likely to address romance and love, and much more likely to include

sex or objectifying lyrics. These findings are mostly consistent with both Dukes

et al. (2003) and Hall et al. (2012). Although Dukes et al. documented a decrease in

female performers’ sexual references over time, while Hall et al. reported an

increase over time, we suspect the different findings are due to the unit of analysis

(song vs. lyrical line) and possibly the time periods assessed (40 vs. 60 years).

Our analysis also revealed that the lyrical content of rap music is notably

different from the other genres we assessed. Whereas rock, R&B, and other

miscellaneous genres tended to emphasize dating and use the word ‘‘love’’, these

themes appeared in less than half of all rap songs. By contrast, the content that was

infrequent in rock, R&B, and other genres—sex and objectification of women—

occurred in more than half of all rap songs. Rap songs were notably less likely than

other songs to use the word love to refer to romantic love, were more likely to use

love to refer to both romantic love and sex within the same song, and favored

explicit sexual references over metaphoric ones (for additional discussion of lyrics

and videos, see Herd 2015; Hurt 2007, Weitzer and Kubrin 2009).

For several analyses, R&B appeared to inhabit a middle position between rock

and rap, with mean scores that were much more similar to rock than rap. This

finding may be a function of our classification of artists; Turner (2011), for example,

explicitly categorized some artists as belonging to a blended genre ‘‘R&B/Rap’’ that

did not appear in our database.

The distinction between rap and R&B, and rap and other genres more generally,

is very important. Analysts have repeatedly observed that rap videos present well-

muscled, well-monied, conspicuously consuming black male performers and

hypersexualized, scantily clad black women (Herd 2015; Jhally 2007; Turner

2011) with one commentator calling the imagery ‘‘regressive’’ (Hurt 2007). Our

data suggests that this image of women is embedded within the lyrics; anecdotally

(but uncoded), we believe this is also true of the men’s imagery. Although rap is

routinely portrayed as black music (Hurt 2007; Jhally 2007) and is dominated by

African-American artists, R&B was similarly dominated by African-Americans

(83.9 vs. 82.8%) but presented a notably different message. Given that an artist must
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reach a broad cross-section of the American audience in order to have a song on the

annual Top 100 list, and that audience is mostly White, we join others in speculating

why this particular image of Black-ness is being sold to a mostly White audience

(Hurt 2007; Kimmel 2008; Turner 2011). Rap had the most skewed sex ratio (93%

male) of any genre in our analysis, which contributes to notions that the answer may

be related to (re)claiming men’s power over women (Hurt 2007; Kimmel 2008; see

also Denski and Sholle 1992). By comparison, the other ‘‘black’’ genre, R&B, was

the least gender skewed (56% male) and had a very different lyrical profile.

Our analysis explicitly examined sexual objectification (cf. Fredrickson and

Roberts 1997) in music lyrics, which we believe has not previously been assessed.

Consistent with cultural images, women’s bodies were objectified at higher rates

than men’s bodies (e.g., Hatton and Trautner 2011); this effect is due to the higher

rates of objectification of women by male performers (particularly rap performers)

and is furthered by the 2.5:1 disparity between male and female performers. Like

Hatton and Trautner, we note that objectification of female and male bodies is not

parallel or equal. Descriptions of female bodies tended to focus more on specific

body parts, while descriptions of male bodies tended to be more wholistic and often

referred to a general style; this disparity was evident within songs, as indicated by

the coding examples for ‘‘What’s Luv’’ and ‘‘Lollipop’’ in Table 3. The extant

research suggests that exposure to objectifying terms can increase the likelihood an

individual will experience appearance anxiety (Zurbriggen et al. 2011) or initiate

intercourse at a younger age (Martino et al. 2006).

Our content analysis included assessment of dating relationships. Although very

important for most teens (Collins 2003), these relationships are often left out of

content analyses (e.g., Dukes et al. 2003; Hall et al. 2012; see also Ferguson et al.

2016) in lieu of a focus on sexual behavior. Our results revealed that the majority of

popular songs referenced dating relationships, with female and male performers

referencing these themes in more than half of their songs (until the 2000s, for men).

This was true for every genre except the male-dominated and male-preferred rap

genre. These patterns mimic gender stereotypes that emphasize relationships for

females and sexual activity for men (Crawford and Popp 2003; Smiler 2013;

Tolman 2002).

The patterns observed in our analyses suggest that media literacy training may be

especially important for adolescents engaging with music (American Psychological

Association Task Force on the Sexualization of Girls 2007; Brown and Bobkowski

2011; Potter 2010; Shewmaker 2015). Media literacy activities provide adolescents

with tools to identify messages that are being promoted by the media that they

consume, compare those messages with their own values, and evaluate whether or

not they choose to accept those messages as true (e.g., Pinkleton et al. 2008; Scull

et al. 2014). The contradictory findings in several areas might provide rich areas of

constructive conversation for adolescents. For example, both men and women sing

about love and romance, in contrast to the stereotype that men are primarily

interested in sexual relationships. The differences in the objectification of women

and references to explicit sex across genres is a topic that might lead to a

conversations about when these patterns emerged, and why they are higher in some

areas than others.
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As always, there are limits to our analyses. We focused strictly on music lyrics,

not music videos or the overlap between the two, and thus results should be applied

accordingly. Regarding the content analysis, the use of a 0/1 coding scheme provides

a coarse description of lyrical content. Cohort effects may have impacted our

results; the coding team was comprised almost entirely of individuals who were

approximately 20 years old and thus may have failed to interpret double entendres

and metaphors for the older songs in our analysis. Because the data were naturally

occurring and not equally distributed, there were no rap songs for the first three

decades of our analysis. As a result, we could not compute a full factorial analysis to

explore all potential interactions (performer’s sex x decade x genre). Finally, the

exclusion of 95 songs performed by mixed-gender groups from some analyses

places limits on the generalizability of our gender-based findings to this set of

performers.

Our results indicate that the content of popular music has changed over the past

five decades, with lyrics gradually shifting away from dating relationships and to

more explicit sexual content and sexual objectification. Male and female performers

emphasized somewhat different themes, and the cross-sex comparisons were

generally consistent with gender stereotypes, even though male performers sang

about all topics more frequently than female performers. Our analysis also found

that the content of rap lyrics is substantially different from that of other genres,

including R&B, which is also dominated by performers of African-American

descent.

Compliance with Ethical Standards

Conflict of interest The authors report no conflicts of interest regarding the production of this paper. No

grant or award money was used to support development of this paper in any way.

Human and Animal Rights The authors affirm that the rights of humans and animals were protected

during the research and writing phases of this paper.

Informed Consent This paper relied on information available in the public domain. No data or personal

information was collected directly from any individual during the development of this paper. Accord-

ingly, consent was neither requested or obtained.

References

American Psychological Association Task Force on the Sexualization of Girls. (2007). Report of the APA

task force on the sexualization of girls. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Arnett, J. J. (2002). The sounds of sex: Sex in teens’ music and music videos. In J. D. Brown, J. R. Steele,

K. Walsh-Childers, J. D. Brown, J. R. Steele, & K. Walsh-Childers (Eds.), Sexual teens, sexual

media: Investigating media’s influence on adolescent sexuality (pp. 253–264). Mahwah, NJ:

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers.

Billboard. (2009). Hot 100 songs of 2008. Downloaded from http://www.billboard.com/charts-year-end/

hot-100-songs?year=2010#/charts-year-end/hot-100-songs?year=2008. Downloaded December 23,

2009.

Bleakley, A., Hennessy, M., Fishbein, M., & Jordan, A. (2008). It works both ways: The relationship

between exposure to sexual content in the media and adolescent sexual behavior.Media Psychology,

11(4), 443–461. doi:10.1080/15213260802491986.

1102 A. P. Smiler et al.

123

http://www.billboard.com/charts-year-end/hot-100-songs%3fyear%3d2010%23/charts-year-end/hot-100-songs%3fyear%3d2008
http://www.billboard.com/charts-year-end/hot-100-songs%3fyear%3d2010%23/charts-year-end/hot-100-songs%3fyear%3d2008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15213260802491986


Bogle, K. A. (2008). Hooking up: Sex, dating, and relationships on campus. New York, NY: New York

University Press.

Brown, J. D., & Bobkowski, P. S. (2011). Older and newer media: Patterns of use and effects on

adolescents’ health and well-being. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 21, 95–113. doi:10.1111/j.

1532-7795.2010.00717.x.

Brown, J. D., Halpern, C. T., & L’Engle, K. L. (2006). Mass media as a sexual super peer for early

maturing girls. Journal of Adolescent Health, 36, 420–427. doi:10.1016/j.jadohealth.2004.06.003.

Carpenter, L. M. (1998). From girls into women: Scripts for sexuality and romance in Seventeen

magazine, 1974–1994. Journal of Sex Research, 35, 158–168. doi:10.1080/00224499809551929.

Carpentier, F. R. D. (2014). When sex is on the air: Impression formation after exposure to sexual music.

Sexuality and Culture: An Interdisciplinary Quarterly, 18, 818–832. doi:10.1007/s12119-014-9223-

8.

Clawson, L. (2005). Cowboys and schoolteachers: Gender in romance novels, secular and Christian.

Sociological Perspectives, 48, 461–479. doi:10.1525/sop.2005.48.4.461.

Collins, W. A. (2003). More than myth: The developmental significance of romantic relationships during

adolescence. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 13, 1–24. doi:10.1111/1532-7795.1301001.

Collins, R. L., Elliott, M. N., Berry, S. H., Kanouse, D. E., & Hunter, S. B. (2003). Entertainment

television as a healthy sex educator: The impact of condom efficacy information in an episode of

Friends. Pediatrics, 112, 1115–1121. doi:10.1542/peds.112.5/1115.

Crawford, M., & Popp, D. (2003). Sexual double standards: A review and methodological critique of two

decades of research. The Journal of Sex Research, 40, 13–26. doi:10.1080/00224490309552163.

Dariotis, J. K., Sonenstein, F. L., Gates, G. J., Capps, R., Astone, N. M., Pleck, J. L., et al. (2008).

Changes in sexual risk behavior as young men transition to adulthood. Perspectives on Sexual and

Reproductive Health, 40, 218–225. doi:10.1363/4021808.

Denski, S., & Sholle, D. (1992). Metal men and glamor boys: Gender performance in heavy metal. In S.

Craig (Ed.), Men, masculinity and the media (pp. 41–60). Newbury Park, CA: Sage.

Downs, E., & Smith, S. L. (2010). Keeping abreast of hypersexuality: A video game character content

analysis. Sex Roles, 62, 721–733.

Dukes, R. L., Bisel, T. M., Borega, K. N., Lobato, E. A., & Owens, M. D. (2003). Expressions of love,

sex, and hurt in popular songs: A content analysis of all-time greatest hits. The Social Science

Journal, 40, 643–650. doi:10.1016/S0362-3319(03)00075-2.

Edwards, C., Tod, D., & Molnar, G. (2014). A systematic review of the drive for muscularity research

area. International Review of Sport and Exercise Psychology, 7(1), 18–41. doi:10.1080/1750984X.

2013.847113.

Epstein, M., & Ward, L. M. (2008). ‘‘Always use protection’’: Communication boys receive about sex

from parents, peers, and the media. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 37, 113–126. doi:10.1007/

s10964-007-9187-1.

Ferguson, C. J., Nielsen, R. K. L., & Markey, P. M. (2016). Does sexy media promote teen sex? A meta-

analytic and methodological review. Psychiatric Quarterly. doi:10.1007/s11126-016-9442-2.

Fouts, G., & Burggraf, K. (2000). Television situation comedies: Female weight, male negative

comments, and audience reactions. Sex Roles, 42, 925–932.

Fouts, G., & Vaughan, K. (2002). Television situation comedies: Male weight, negative references, and

audience reactions. Sex Roles, 46, 439–442.

Fredrickson, B., & Roberts, T. (1997). Objectification theory: Toward understanding women’s lived

experiences and mental health risks. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 21, 173–206.

Garcia, J. R., Reiber, C., Massey, S. G., & Merriwether, A. M. (2012). Sexual hookup culture: A review.

Review of General Psychology, 16, 161–176. doi:10.1037/a0027911.

Giles, D. C., & Maltby, J. (2004). The role of media figures in adolescent development: Relations

between autonomy, attachment, and interest in celebrities. Personality and Individual Difference,

36, 813–822.

Hall, P. C., West, J. H., & Hill, S. (2012). Sexualization in lyrics of popular music from 1959 to 2009:

Implications for sexuality educators. Sexuality and Culture: An Interdisciplinary Quarterly, 16(2),

103–117. doi:10.1007/s12119-011-9103-4.

Hatton, E., & Trautner, M. N. (2011). Equal opportunity objectification? The sexualization of men and

women on the cover of Rolling Stone. Sexuality and Culture, 15, 256–278.

Hayes, A. F., & Krippendorff, K. (2007). Answering the call for a standard reliability measure for coding

data. Communication Methods and Measures, 1, 77–89. doi:10.1080/19312450709336664.

From ‘‘I Want To Hold Your Hand’’ to ‘‘Promiscuous’’: Sexual… 1103

123

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1532-7795.2010.00717.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1532-7795.2010.00717.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jadohealth.2004.06.003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00224499809551929
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12119-014-9223-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12119-014-9223-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1525/sop.2005.48.4.461
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1532-7795.1301001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1542/peds.112.5/1115
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00224490309552163
http://dx.doi.org/10.1363/4021808
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0362-3319(03)00075-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1750984X.2013.847113
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1750984X.2013.847113
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10964-007-9187-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10964-007-9187-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11126-016-9442-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0027911
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12119-011-9103-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/19312450709336664


Herd, D. (2015). Conflicting paradigms on gender and sexuality in rap music: A systematic review.

Sexuality and Culture: An Interdisciplinary Quarterly, 19(3), 577–589. doi:10.1007/s12119-014-

9259-9.

Hobbs, D. R., & Gallup, G. G., Jr. (2009). Songs as a medium for embedded reproductive messages.

Evolutionary Psychology, 9, 390–416.

Humblet, O., Paul, C., & Dickson, N. (2003). Core group evolution over time: High-risk sexual behavior

in a birth cohort between sexual debut and age 26. Sexually Transmitted Diseases, 30, 818–824.

doi:10.1097/01.OLQ.0000097102.42149.11.

Hurt, B. (Writer). (2007). Hip-Hop: Beyond Beats & Rhymes. Media Education Foundation.

Hust, S. J. T., Brown, J. D., & L’Engle, K. L. (2008). Boys will be boys and girls better be prepared: An

analysis of the rare sexual health messages in young adolescents’ media. Mass Communication and

Society, 11, 3–23. doi:10.1080/15205430701668139.

Jhally, S. (Writer). (1994). Dreamworlds 2: Desire, sex, & power in music video. In M. E. Foundation

(Producer).

Jhally, S. (Writer). (2007). Dreamworlds 3: Desire, sex, & power in music video. In M. E. Foundation

(Producer).

Joshi, S. P., Peter, J., & Valkenburg, P. M. (2011). Scripts of sexual desire and danger in US and Dutch

teen girl magazines: A cross-national content analysis. Sex Roles, 64, 463–474.

Kimmel, M. (2008). Guyland: The perilous world where boys become men. New York, NY: Harper.

Kistler, M., Rodgers, K. B., Power, T., Austin, E. W., & Hill, L. G. (2010). Adolescents and music media:

Toward an involvement-mediational model of consumption and self-concept. Journal of Research

on Adolescence, 20, 616–630. doi:10.1111/j.1532-7795.2010.00651.x.

Kunkel, D., Eyal, K., Finnerty, K., Biely, E., & Donnerstein, E. (2005). Sex on TV 4. Menlo Park, CA:

Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation.

LaFerle, C., Edwards, S. M., & Lee, W.-N. (2000). Teens’ use of traditional media and the Internet.

Journal of Advertising Research, 40, 55–65.

Martino, S. C., Collins, R. L., Elliott, M. N., Strachman, A., Kanouse, D. E., & Berry, S. H. (2006).

Exposure to degrading versus nondegrading music lyrics and sexual behavior among youth.

Pediatrics, 118, 430–441.

Meston, C. M., & Buss, D. M. (2007). Why humans have sex. Archives of Sexual Behavior, 36, 477–507.

doi:10.1007/s10508-007-9175-2.

North, A. C., Sheridan, L., Maltby, J., & Gillett, R. (2007). Attributional style, self esteem, and celebrity

worship. Media Psychology, 9, 291–308.

Oleinik, A., Popova, I., Kirdina, S., & Shatalova, T. (2014). On the choice of measures of reliability and

validity in the content-analysis of texts. Quality and Quantity: International Journal of

Methodology, 48(5), 2703–2718. doi:10.1007/s11135-013-9919-0.

Picker, M., & Sun, C. (Writers). (2008). The price of pleasure: Pornography, sexuality, & relationships.

USA: Media Education Foundation.

Pinkleton, B. E., Austin, E. W., Cohen, M., Chen, Y.-C., & Fitzgerald, E. (2008). Effects of a peer-led

media literacy curriculum on adolescents’ knowledge and attitudes toward sexual behavior and

media portrayals of sex. Health Communication, 23, 462–472. doi:10.1080/10410230802342135.

Pope, H. G., Phillips, K. A., & Olivardia, R. (2000). The adonis complex: The secret crisis of male body

obsessions. New York, NY: The Free Press.

Potter, W. J. (2010). The state of media literacy. Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic Media, 54,

675–696. doi:10.1080/08838151.2011.521462.

Primack, B. A., Douglas, E. L., Fine, M. J., & Dalton, M. A. (2009). Exposure to sexual lyrics and sexual

experience among urban adolescents. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 36, 317–323.

doi:10.1016/j.amepre.2008.11.011.

Rideout, V., Foehr, U. G., & Roberts, D. F. (2010). Generation M2: Media in the lives of 8- to 18- year

olds. Retrieved from Menlo Park, CA: http://kff.org/other/report/generation-m2-media-in-the-lives-

of-8-to-18-year-olds/.

Roberts, D. F., & Christenson, D. G. (2001). Popular music in childhood and adolescence. In D. G. Singer

& J. L. Singer (Eds.), Handbook of children and the media (pp. 395–413). Thousand Oaks, CA:

Sage.

Romance Writers of America. (2011). Romance literature statistics: Readership statistics. Retrieved June

30, 2011, from http://www.rwa.org/cs/readership_stats.

1104 A. P. Smiler et al.

123

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12119-014-9259-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12119-014-9259-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/01.OLQ.0000097102.42149.11
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15205430701668139
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1532-7795.2010.00651.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10508-007-9175-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11135-013-9919-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10410230802342135
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08838151.2011.521462
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2008.11.011
http://kff.org/other/report/generation-m2-media-in-the-lives-of-8-to-18-year-olds/
http://kff.org/other/report/generation-m2-media-in-the-lives-of-8-to-18-year-olds/
http://www.rwa.org/cs/readership_stats


Schmitt, D. P., & members of the International Sexuality Description, P. (2003). Universal sex

differences in the desire for sexual variety: Tests from 52 nations, 6 continents, and 13 Islands.

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 85, 85–104. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.85.1.85.

Scull, T., Malik, C., & Kupersmidt, J. (2014). A media literacy education approach to teaching

adolescents comprehensive sexual health education. Journal of Media Literacy Education, 6, 1–14.

Shewmaker, J. W. (2015). Sexualized media messages and our children: Teaching kids to be smart critics

and consumers. Santa Barbara, CA: Preager.

Smiler, A. P. (2008). ‘‘I wanted to get to know her better’’: Adolescent boys’ dating motives, masculinity

ideology, and sexual behavior. Journal of Adolescence, 31, 17–32. doi:10.1016/j.adolescence.2007.

03.006.

Smiler, A. P. (2011). Sexual strategies theory: Built for the short term or the long term. Sex Roles, 64,

603–612. doi:10.1007/s11199-010-9817-z.

Smiler, A. P. (2013). Challenging Casanova: Beyond the steroetype of promiscuous young male sexuality.

New York, NY: Jossey-Bass.

Smiler, A. P., & Heasley, R. (2016). Boys’ and men’s intimate relationships: Friendships and romantic

relationships. In Y. J. Wong, S. R. Wester, Y. J. Wong, & S. R. Wester (Eds.), APA handbook of

men and masculinities (pp. 569–589). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Steele, J. R., & Brown, J. D. (1995). Adolescent room culture: Studying media in the context of everyday

life. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 24, 551–576.

Sutton, M. J., Brown, J. D., Wilson, K. M., & Klein, J. D. (2002). Shaking the tree of knowledge for

forbidden fruit: Where adolescents learn about sexuality and contraception. In J. D. Brown, J.

R. Steele, & K. Walsh-Childers (Eds.), Sexual teens, sexual media: Investigating media’s influence

on adolescent sexuality (pp. 25–55). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Taylor, L. D. (2005). All for him: Articles about sex in American lad magazines. Sex Roles, 52, 153–163.

ter Bogt, T. F. M., Engels, R. C. M. E., Bogers, S., & Kloosterman, M. (2010). ‘‘Shake it Baby, Shake it’’:

Media preferences, sexual attitudes and gender stereotypes among adolescents. Sex Roles, 63,

844–859.

Tolman, D. L. (2002). Dilemmas of desire: Teenage girls talk about sexuality. Cambridge, MA: Harvard

University Press.

Turner, J. S. (2011). Sex and the spectacle of music videos: An examination of the portrayal of race and

sexuality in music videos. Sex Roles, 64, 173–191.

Wallis, C. (2011). Performing gender: A content analysis of gender display in music videos. Sex Roles,

64, 160–172.

Ward, L. M. (1995). Talking about sex: Common themes about sexuality in the prime-time television

programs children and adolescents view most. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 24, 595–615.

Ward, L. M. (2003). Understanding the role of entertainment media in the sexual socialization of

American youth: A review of empirical research. Developmental Review, 23, 347–388.

Ward, L. M., Hansbrough, E., & Walker, E. (2005). Contributions of music video exposure to black

adolescents’ gender and sexual schemas. Journal of Adolescent Research, 20, 143–166. doi:10.1177/

0743558404271135.

Weitzer, R., & Kubrin, C. E. (2009). Misogyny in rap music: A content analysis of prevalence and

meanings. Men and Masculinities, 12, 3–29. doi:10.1177/1097184X08327696.

Whitburn, J. (1986). Billboard’s Music yearbook 1985. Menomonee Falls, WI: Record Research Inc.

Zurbriggen, E. L., Ramsey, L. R., & Jaworski, B. K. (2011). Self- and partner-objectification in romantic

relationships: Associations with media consumption and relationship satisfaction. Sex Roles, 64,

449–462. doi:10.1007/s11199-011-9933-4.

From ‘‘I Want To Hold Your Hand’’ to ‘‘Promiscuous’’: Sexual… 1105

123

http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.85.1.85
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2007.03.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2007.03.006
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11199-010-9817-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0743558404271135
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0743558404271135
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1097184X08327696
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11199-011-9933-4

	From ‘‘I Want To Hold Your Hand’’ to ‘‘Promiscuous’’: Sexual Stereotypes in Popular Music Lyrics, 1960--2008
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Music Content
	Sexual Objectification

	Method
	Song and Artist Information
	Performer Information
	Lyrics
	Coding Scheme

	Results
	Analytic Approach
	Descriptive Overview
	Analyses
	Performer’s Sex
	Decade
	Performer’s Sex x Decade
	Genre

	Discussion
	References




