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Thirty-five male college students added as much hot sauce as they 

wanted to a cup of water they believed another subject would have to 

drink after listening to heavy metal music with violent lyrics, heavy metal 

music without violent lyrics, or no music at all.  Males who were exposed 

to the music with violent lyrics added more hot sauce to the water than 

those in the other groups.  An equipment failure prevented a definitive 

analysis of the role played by testosterone in this effect, but the results 

clearly indicate that it was the lyrics and not other qualities of the music 

that was responsible for the aggressive behavior. 
  

Klinesmith, Kasser, and McAndrew (2006) demonstrated that 

handling a gun caused males to aggress more in an experiment where 

they spiked a cup of water with hot sauce, believing that another subject 

would drink it.  They also determined that the increase in aggression was 

mediated by testosterone levels that were raised by handling the gun.  

This is a well-accepted, reliable and valid technique for measuring 

aggression in the laboratory (Lieberman, Solomon, Greenberg, & 

McGregor, 1999). 

We used the design of the Klinesmith et al study to weigh in on the 

controversy surrounding the role played by violent lyrics in heavy metal 

music in causing aggressive behavior, and whether such lyrics operate in 

the same fashion as the guns in the aforementioned study. Anecdotal 

arguments notwithstanding, the experimental evidence regarding this 

matter is quite mixed (Anderson, Carnagey, & Eubanks, 2003; Arnett, 

1991; Ballard & Coates, 1995; Fried, 2006; Gowensmith & Bloom, 

1997). 

Thirty-five male college students (age range = 18-22) were recruited 

from undergraduate psychology classes to participate in a study described 

as being about the relationship between auditory stimulation and taste 

sensitivity. The students received course credit for their participation.  

They were randomly assigned to one of three experimental groups:  A 

group that listened to heavy metal music that had been pretested and 

judged to have violent lyrics (n=11; the songs were “Bloodmeat” and 

“Limb from Limb” performed by Protest the Hero), and a group that 

listened to similar heavy metal songs pretested and judged to have no 



64        NORTH AMERICAN JOURNAL OF PSYCHOLOGY  

violent lyrics (n=12; the songs were “Bounce,” “Old School Hollywood,” 

and “I-E-A-I-A-I-O” performed by System of a Down), and a control 

group that listened to no music at all and sat silently in the room waiting 

for the next part of the experiment. Saliva samples were taken prior to 

and after an eight-minute music exposure, and the subjects also engaged 

in a bogus taste-rating task.  Each participant was then given a cup filled 

with 115 mg of water and a bottle of hot sauce and was instructed to 

prepare a taste sample for the next experimental subject. The dependent 

variable was the weight, in milligrams, of hot sauce that the subject 

added to the cup of water which was weighed before and after the hot 

sauce was added. 

Unfortunately, a refrigeration failure damaged the saliva samples, 

precluding an analysis of the testosterone data. However, a one-way 

analysis of variance revealed that there was a powerful effect of the 

experimental manipulation on aggression. The group exposed to the 

violent lyrics added significantly more hot sauce to the water than either 

of the other two groups, which were not significantly different from each 

other, F (2, 32) = 4.37, p < .02, Cohen’s d
 
= .85 & .86, Mean (SD): 16.05 

(24.20) vs. 1.41 (1.71) vs. 1.29 (2.09).  

Our results do not allow us to draw conclusions about the relationship 

between violent heavy metal lyrics and testosterone, but we found clear 

evidence that exposure to such lyrics was linked to aggressive behavior 

in this study. Although there was no check to see if the subjects had 

guessed the hypothesis, given the strong similarities between the songs in 

terms of volume, tempo, and other musical qualities, the lyrics 

themselves seem to be the primary agent acting on the behavior.   
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