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Sexual Lyrics in Popular Songs Linked to Early Sexual Experiences 
Study Shows Degrading Sexual References Affect Behavior 

 

San Diego, CA, February, 24, 2009 – With sexual activity among adolescents in the United States resulting 

in over 750,000 teenage pregnancies each year and reports of up to 25 percent of all female adolescents in 

the US having sexually transmitted infections, researchers and public health officials are looking for those 

factors that might increase sexual activity in teens. In an article published in the April 2009 issue of the 

American Journal of Preventive Medicine, researchers found that teenagers who preferred popular songs with 

degrading sexual references were more likely to engage in intercourse or in pre-coital activities.  

 

Writing in the article, Brian A. Primack, MD, EdM, MS, Center for Research on Health Care at the University of 

Pittsburgh School of Medicine, states, “This study demonstrates that, among this sample of young adolescents, 

high exposure to lyrics describing degrading sex in popular music was independently associated with higher 

levels of sexual behavior. In fact, exposure to lyrics describing degrading sex was one of the strongest 

associations with sexual activity...These results provide further support for the need for additional research and 

educational intervention in this area.” 

 
Surveys were completed by 711 ninth-grade students at three large urban high schools. These participants 

were exposed to over 14 hours each week of lyrics describing degrading sex. About one third had previously 

been sexually active. Compared to those with the least exposure to lyrics describing degrading sex, those with 

the most exposure were more than twice as likely to have had sexual intercourse. The relationship between 

exposure to lyrics describing degrading sex and sexual experience held equally for both young men and 

women. 

 

Similarly, among those who had not had sexual intercourse, those in the highest third of exposure to lyrics 

describing degrading sex were nearly twice as likely to have progressed along a noncoital sexual continuum 

compared to those in the lowest third. Finally, the relationships between exposure to lyrics describing non-

degrading sex and sexual outcomes were not significant. 
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Students reported the number of hours per day that they listen to music and their favorite musical artists. 

Through a detailed content analysis, the percentage was calculated of each artist’s most popular songs 

containing lyrics describing degrading sex. An exposure score for lyrics describing degrading sex was then 

computed by multiplying each student’s hours of music exposure by the percentage of his or her favorite artists’ 

songs that contain lyrics describing degrading sex.  

 

Dr. Primack comments that these findings build on those of previous studies suggesting that exposure to sex 

in media messages may be a risk factor for early sexual progression.  

 

The article is “Exposure to Sexual Lyrics and Sexual Experience Among Urban Adolescents,” by Brian A. 

Primack, MD, EdM, MS, Erika L. Douglas, MS, Michael J. Fine, MD, MSc, and Madeline A. Dalton, PhD. It 

appears in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine, Volume 36, Issue 4 (April 2009) published by 

Elsevier.  

#  #  # 

 

Full text of the article is available upon request; contact eAJPM@ucsd.edu to obtain copies. To schedule an 

interview, please contact Amy Dugas Rose, Media Coordinator, 412-586-9776, dugasak@upmc.edu.  

 

ABOUT THE AMERICAN JOURNAL OF PREVENTIVE MEDICINE 
The American Journal of Preventive Medicine (www.ajpm-online.net) is the official journal of The American 

College of Preventive Medicine (www.acpm.org) and the Association for Prevention Teaching and Research 

(www.atpm.org). It publishes articles in the areas of prevention research, teaching, practice and policy. 

Original research is published on interventions aimed at the prevention of chronic and acute disease and the 

promotion of individual and community health. The journal features papers that address the primary and 

secondary prevention of important clinical, behavioral and public health issues such as injury and violence, 

infectious disease, women's health, smoking, sedentary behaviors and physical activity, nutrition, diabetes, 

obesity, and alcohol and drug abuse. Papers also address educational initiatives aimed at improving the 

ability of health professionals to provide effective clinical prevention and public health services. The journal 

also publishes official policy statements from the two co-sponsoring organizations, health services research 

pertinent to prevention and public health, review articles, media reviews, and editorials.  

 

The American Journal of Preventive Medicine is ranked 13th out of 100 Public, Environmental & 

Occupational Health titles and 17th out of 100 General and Internal Medicine titles according to the 2007 

Journal Citation Reports© published by Thomson Reuters. 
 

ABOUT ELSEVIER 
Elsevier is a world-leading publisher of scientific, technical and medical information products and services. 

Working in partnership with the global science and health communities, Elsevier’s 7,000 employees in over 

70 offices worldwide publish more than 2,000 journals and 1,900 new books per year, in addition to offering a 

suite of innovative electronic products, such as ScienceDirect (http://www.sciencedirect.com/), MD Consult 

(http://www.mdconsult.com/), Scopus (http://www.info.scopus.com/), bibliographic databases, and online 

reference works.  
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Elsevier (http://www.elsevier.com/) is a global business headquartered in Amsterdam, The Netherlands and 

has offices worldwide. Elsevier is part of Reed Elsevier Group plc (http://www.reedelsevier.com/), a world-

leading publisher and information provider. Operating in the science and medical, legal, education and 

business-to-business sectors, Reed Elsevier provides high-quality and flexible information solutions to users, 

with increasing emphasis on the Internet as a means of delivery. Reed Elsevier's ticker symbols are REN 

(Euronext Amsterdam), REL (London Stock Exchange), RUK and ENL (New York Stock Exchange).  
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