
Background 

Previous research has stressed the need to examine the health compromising behaviors of 
America’s youth, especially illicit drug use. The use of illicit drugs has numerous risks associat-
ed with it, including death. For instance, in 2009 there were over 37,000 deaths that were 
caused by drug use (National Center for Health Statistics, 2011). 

The availability of music has increased significantly over the past decade (Rideout, Roberts, 
Foehr, 2005) and previous research has documented a connection between specific music gen-
res and illicit drug use (Van Havere, Vanderplasschen, Lammertyn, Broekeart, & Bellis, 2011).  
Music may serve as a model to use drugs and listeners may have friends with substance use 
habits that strengthen the participants own temptation to use drugs. Additional research has 
found that popular rap and rock songs embedded defiant messages about reckless and disobe-
dient behaviors into their lyrics (Knobloch-Westerwick, Musto, and Shaw, 2008). Overall, the 
majority of songs (80%) contain at least one rebellious line, making it the norm.  

The current study investigated the relationship between music genre preferences and illicit 
drug use. It was hypothesized that music could negatively influence behaviors via lyrical con-
tent, imagery in music videos, and the public image of artists. 

Method 
Three hundred and sixty participants from a Midwestern public University rated 20 music art-

ists on how much they liked the artist (extremely dislike to extremely like), how often they lis-
tened to the artist (never to daily), how often they kept up with the artist (never to daily), and 
how often they watched the artists videos (never to daily). Participants were matched with a 
preferred music genre based on the artists they selected as extremely liking. Thirty percent of 
participants were matched with rap, 25% with country, 17% with R&B, 13% with rock, and 15% 
could not be matched based on their answers. The majority of participants (87%) were between 
the ages of 18 and 25, female (77%), and white (85%).  

Participants answered 15 questions about their history with drug use. Questions asked if they 
had used the drug in the past 30 days (yes, no), in the past 12 months (yes, no), and how old 
they were at first use (< 10 years to > 18 years or never). Drugs assessed included marijuana, 
cocaine, hallucinogens, stimulants, and prescription drugs without a prescription.  

Content analysis using the frequency method was performed for five songs performed by art-
ists using two independent raters. Two artists were selected to represent each music genre 
based on the popularity of the artist and songs were selected from the top-40 charts. Raters ex-
amined lyrical content, video content, and photographs of artists (i.e., public image) separately. 
Inter-rater reliability was significant, r (81) = .88, p < .001. Exposure variables for each genre 
were created by multiplying self-reported listening, viewing frequency, and “keeping up” with 
each artist of interest by the average content contained in song lyrics, music videos, and public 
image of the artists. Additional total exposure variables were created for each genre by sum-
ming the public image of artists, lyrical content, and music video content across artists.  

Results 
A MANOVA was conducted to determine if there was a significant difference in drug use 

based on music preferences. The overall MANOVA was significant, F (5, 365) = 1.76, p = .01, 
Wilks’ Lambda = .88. Follow-up between-subjects analysis was also significant. Post-hoc anal-
yses identified specific differences in the use of hallucinogens and stimulants in the past 12 
months based on music genre. Descriptive statistics along with Tukey post-hoc results can be 
found in table 1.  

A comparison of means determined that the rap total exposure variable contained the highest 
exposure to drug related content (M = 99.80, SD = 46.94), followed by R&B (M = 21.13, SD = 
7.59), rock (M = 16.80, SD = 5.43), and country (M = 1.75, SD = .68). Results can be found in 
figure 1.  

Intercorrelations of drug use and music exposure variables can be found in table 2. Results 
indicated that as rap drug exposure increased, the age when participants first used marijuana 
decreased. Additionally, those who were exposed to drug messages via a combination of rock 
lyrics, public image of rock artists, and rock videos were more likely to report using cocaine, 
stimulants, and hallucinogens in the past 12 months. Significant correlations were also found for 
the public image of artists, music lyrics, and imagery in videos across all music genres exam-
ined. 

Discussion 
Results of the current study indicate that there is a relationship between music genre pref-
erences and illicit drug use. The combination of lyrical content, the public image of artists, 
and the imagery in music videos promote illicit drug use. Overall results indicate that lis-
teners of particular types of music are at an increased risk of illicit drug use along with the 
negative consequences of such drug usage, such as illness, disease, and death. The cur-
rent study also found that rock, rap, and hip-hop were more correlated with drug use than 
in pop music. In comparison to previous research, results of the present study reflect that 
in addition to lyrical content, the artist’s public image and visual content in videos signifi-
cantly adds to the problem. Considering the scope of the present study, future research 
needs to determine the extent of subliminal and conscious messages contained in various 
aspects of music and their impact on listeners.  

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Drug Use by Music Genre 

 

Note: *in the past 12 months, **age at first use 

  Rock Rap Country R & B 

  M SD M SD M SD M SD 

Hallucinogens* 1.00a .00 1.03b .18 1.02a .15 1.00a .00 

Cocaine* 1.00 .00 1.02 .14 1.01 .11 1.02 .12 

Stimulants* 1.06b .25 1.06a .24 1.02a .15 1.05a .21 

Marijuana** 4.23 .93 4.27 .83 4.58 .67 4.37 .89 

Prescription Drugs** 4.75 .48 4.74 .57 4.95 .27 4.91 .29 

Figure 1. Drug Ex-

Table 2. Intercorrelation of Drug Use and Exposure Variables 

 
*p < .10, **p < .05, ***p < .01, #p < .001 
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Marijuana -.12** .13*** .03 .18# -.18# -.11** -.15# -.06 .11** .11** -.08 .04 -.04 .18# .13*** 

Cocaine -.01 -.12** -.10** -.12** .09* -.02 .05 .05 -.12** -.07 .00 -.11** -.01 -.15# -.05 

Stimulants .04 -.11** -.04 -.10* .07 .03 .12** .04 -.13*** -.04 .05 -.05 .05 -.12** -.05 

Hallucinogens -.06 -.08* -.12** -.11** .01 -.07 .02 -.01 -.09* -.05 -.08 -.12** -.08 -.12** -.06 

Prescription 

drugs 
.00 .03 .11 .11** -.03 .02 -.08 -.03 .04 -.01 .02 .12** -.02 .12** .07 

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

Image Lyrics Video Total

Hip Hop

Rock

R & B

Country

The Sound of Drugs: An Examination of Music Preferences and Illegal Drug UseThe Sound of Drugs: An Examination of Music Preferences and Illegal Drug Use  

Erum Qureshi, Chrysalis L. Wright, Caitlin Cassidy, & Kandyce Garth 

University of Central Florida  


