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Abstract
The present study experimentally investigated the impact of lyric language on listener experience
and the likelihood for the participant to support the song in the future, to determine if linguistic
discrimination occurs in the US popular music industry. Online survey participants (n = 360)
were randomly presented one of two versions of the same experimental song (with lyrics in
English or lyrics in a non-English language), and asked questions about their listening
experience. In addition to two experimental songs, participants were presented with three control
songs. The language of the lyrics caused significant differences in listener experience for the first
experimental song. The language identity of the participants (monolingual vs. bilingual) was also
influential on listener experience measures, but only for the Spanish version of the first
experimental song. The likelihood to support the Spanish version of the song by streaming it was
significantly lower than for the English version, and this difference was not explained by
differences in the other experience variables, demonstrating that linguistic discrimination does
occur in US audiences. Finally, the lyric language manipulation in the second experimental song
(with English vs. Korean lyric versions) was not successful, so further research that includes
different lyric languages and more varied language backgrounds of the participants is needed, in

order for the results to be generalizable to non-English languages other than Spanish.
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Does Linguistic Discrimination Occur in US Music Audiences?
Introduction
Linguistic Discrimination

The United States has a long history of discrimination against the use of languages other
than English, which continues to have implications in many contexts (Baron, 2019). While the
term “linguistic discrimination” is sometimes used to refer to how individuals make sense of
language by sorting speech into “meaningful elements, such as phonemes and morphemes”, in
the current study, the phrase “linguistic discrimination” refers to denying an individual the right
to equality in social outcomes based on the language they speak or the way in which they speak
(Craft et al., 2020, p. 391).

Starting in childhood, humans attach stereotypes to the way others speak and these
stereotypes can impact how we connect with others through our social preferences, like believing
people with certain accents are smarter or kinder, or influencing who we want to be friends with
(Kinzler & Delesus, 2013). Even bilingual children of various language acquisition backgrounds
prefer native-accented English speakers over accents that might be more familiar to them, like
those of their parents (DeJesus et al., 2017). While the idea of what is a native accent or
“standard American English” is contested by sociolinguists, is it generally agreed upon that it is
adjacent to long-standing institutions of power, like wealth and higher education, and should be
devoid of strong regional markers (Lippi-Green, 2012, pp. 57-62). By adulthood, the process of
using the indexicality of speech to assign individuals or groups to social categories and their
related stereotypes (whether positive or negative) is an ingrained cognitive process (Craft et al.,
2020).

The real-world implications of this process of linguistic discrimination based on spoken

communication can be seen in many different contexts in the US (Craft et al., 2020). For
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example, speakers using non-English-languages can face discrimination in pursuing their
education (Clements & Petray, 2021; Lippi-Green, 2012), in the workforce, or in the process of
finding employment (Kutlu & Wiltshire, 2020; Peng et al., 2020; Roessel et al., 2019). This type
of discrimination is also disruptive in essential tasks such as finding a place to live (Squires &
Chadwick, 2006) and accessing medical care (Becerra et al., 2015).

Finally, linguistic discrimination has been documented in various forms of media where
spoken communication is present, like radio advertisements (Reinares-Lara et al., 2016), or
movies and television (Dave, 2017; Dragojevic et al., 2016). In the US, while there are a few
languages or accents that sometimes have more positive connotations (e.g., people with British-
English accents being seen as more intelligent and of a higher SES), non-standard accented
English is often associated with negative stereotypes (e.g., people with New York accents being
seen as more arrogant and less friendly than other accents) (Shah, 2019). However, little research

has addressed accent bias or non-English-languages in the music sector of media.

Lyrics and Music Perception

While, to our knowledge, most research on linguistic discrimination in media has not
expanded to music in the form of lyrics, the importance of lyrics in the perception of music has
been well-established. Lyrics can greatly influence the emotional experience of the listener by
either increasing the emotional response (as in sad songs) or decreasing the emotional response
(as in happy songs) (Ali & Peynircioglu, 2006; Brattico et al., 2011; Mori, 2009; Mori &
Iwanaga, 2014). Listeners will use music, even songs which have sad lyrics, as a coping
mechanism involved in their own emotional regulation (Lamont, 2011; Mori & Iwanaga, 2014).

The content of the lyrics is important even beyond the general emotional response (like

happy or sad) that they impart to the listener. For example, lyrical content of songs seems to be
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correlated with their popularity, as songs with simpler or more repetitive lyrics chart higher or
for longer (Nunes et al., 2015; Varnum et al., 2021). Trends in lyrics of the most popular songs
of the moment seem to reflect shifting cultural norms, like more open expression of sexuality
(McAuslan & Waung, 2018; Napier & Shamir, 2018). Lyrics can even reflect larger social
changes like periods of socioeconomic struggle, with recent studies looking at how lyrics are

changing during the current Covid-19 pandemic (Pettijohn & Sacco, 2009; Putter et al., 2021).

Current Study

Overall, although it is known that lyrics are highly influential in the perception of music
by audiences, it is not yet known how the language of the lyrics of a song affects their impact on
aspects of the listening experience. The present study examined the influence of language of the
lyrics of a song on various aspects of the listening experience to determine if linguistic
discrimination occurs in US music audiences. A survey presented participants with one of two
versions of a song, which differed only on the language that the lyrics were in, then measured
their general experience listening to the song. Specifically, the study was conducted to
investigate if any differences in likelihood to support the song (by streaming or purchasing it)
between the two language versions would be significant even after considering the participants’
own language background and any variance in the other experience measures.

Based on the previous research, we hypothesized that the manipulation of the language of
the lyrics would cause the songs with non-English lyrics to be significantly less likely to be
supported by listeners in the future (by streaming or purchasing the song) when compared to the
English-lyric counterparts, showing explicit consumer/audience bias based on language in music
(1A). Additionally, we hypothesized that the language identity of the participants would not

influence their listener experiences or the potential demonstration of implicit and explicit biases,
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as previous research shows that even bilingual individuals demonstrate linguistic bias due to the
overwhelming assumed dominance of English in the US (1B). Finally, we hypothesized that the
differences in support behaviors between the two language versions of the songs would not be
explained by differences in enjoyment or emotional reaction, therefore demonstrating that
linguistic discrimination found in other areas of life and media extends into the music industry

and song (2).

Methods

Participants

Participants of this online survey study were 18 years of age or older and residents of the
United States (n = 360). While all participants were fluent in English, 155 (43%) were bilingual
or multi-lingual (fluent in multiple languages other than English). Specifically, 108 participants
(30%) indicated they were equally fluent in another language as they were in English, while 47
participants (13%) indicated that they were more fluent in a language other than English (but still
were fluent in English). All participants were recruited by Qualtrics using their own panel
sourcing procedures. This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of
University of Chicago, and all participants gave their informed consent to complete the study

before the survey began.

Materials and Procedures

Participants were given a survey through the Qualtrics platform which instructed them to
listen to snippets of five songs in total and answer questions about their listening experience for
each song. In order to place the study in the context of the US popular music industry, the songs

were sourced from the Billboard charts from the last 10 years (2011-2021), as Billboard has long
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been an industry standard for charting and success-based measures for the American Music
Industry (Lafrance et al., 2017). In order to experimentally manipulate which language the lyrics
were in, while ensuring all other sonic variables stayed consistent, two experimental songs were
chosen that had been officially released by the artist in a version with English lyrics, and in a
version with non-English lyrics. To reflect the two most popular non-English languages present
in the Billboard charts, one song with a Spanish version and one song with a Korean version was
chosen (Zellner, 2020). Three additional control songs were also included (one non-English and
two English). To minimize any potential harm to the participants, all songs were free of explicit
language (the clean version of “Candy” by Doja Cat was used). Finally, all participants were
monetarily compensated for their participation in the study by Qualtrics.

In order to create the song snippet stimuli for the survey, the five songs were purchased
on iTunes and then edited to be 90 seconds long, each starting from the beginning of the song.
The 90 second length was chosen based on the preview length for songs on iTunes, and on the
general length of the first verse and chorus of a standard radio-friendly song.

In the survey, participants were asked to listen to the snippet of the song and then answer
questions about their experience, including: how much they enjoyed it, if they have heard the
song before (to control for familiarity effects; Ali & Peynircioglu, 2010), what language they
perceived the song to primarily be sung in, if they would categorize the song as foreign language
(to see if certain languages are considered more or less foreign by the US audience), and to
describe the main emotional response they had to the song. Specifically, the participants were
asked about the emotional response valence (how positive or negative their feelings were), and
their response’s intensity (how strong their emotional response was; Ali & Peynircioglu, 2010;
Mori & Iwanaga, 2014). Then, participants who indicated that they had not heard the song before

were asked two additional questions to measure audience support behavior (e.g., how likely they
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would be to support the song in the future by streaming, or how likely they would be to support
the song by buying it on a platform like iTunes), as these are both important factors in
charting/popularity (Billboard, 2021).

In a final section, which did not include any music samples, the participants were asked
about their general music preferences and behaviors, to determine the relative importance of
lyrics and genre in the enjoyment of music, as well as how certain factors influence how

participants seek out new music to consume.

Design

Participants were randomly assigned to one of two groups and were given one of two
versions of the survey in order to test the impact of lyric language on listener experience.
Specifically, the two groups had surveys which were the same except for which language version
was provided as the stimulus for the two experimental songs (“Who Says”/ “Dices” by Selena
Gomez and “Regular” by NCT). Version 1 of the survey included these five songs: “Who Says
(English version)” by Selena Gomez & The Scene, “Regular (Korean version)” by NCT, “Zitti e
Buoni” by Maneskin, “The A-Team” by Ed Sheeran, and “Candy (clean version)” by Doja Cat.
Version 2 of the survey included these five songs: “Dices (Spanish version of Who Says)” by
Selena Gomez & The Scene, “Regular (English version)” by NCT, “Zitti e Buoni” by Méneskin,
“The A-Team” by Ed Sheeran, and “Candy (clean version)” by Doja Cat. The order of
appearance of the five songs and their associated questions was also randomized for every
participant. This design provided for a between-subjects analysis based on the manipulation of

the language of the lyrics for the two experimental songs.

Statistical Analyses
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In order to identify the impact of lyric language on the eight listener experience variables
of the two experimental songs, between-groups comparisons were conducted with the chi-square
test of independence for categorical variables (familiarity, lyric language identification, and
classification of song as foreign or not), independent-samples t-tests for the interval variables
(enjoyment and emotional response intensity), and Wilcoxon rank sum test for the ordinal
variables (likelihood to stream and likelihood to purchase the song). The emotional response
valence was split into two different categorical variables (presence of positive response yes/no,
and presence of negative response yes/no), and analyzed separately with chi-square tests of
independence. The same process was completed for the analysis of the influence of language
identity but was done separately for each language version of the song, for a total of four
analyses. Finally, multiple linear regression analyses were performed on the support behavior
measures (streaming and purchasing the song in the future) with all previously mentioned
listener experience measures as predictor variables, as well as language identity as a predictor
variable, to see if differences in support behaviors were still significant between the two

language versions after controlling for variances in experience.

Results
Participant Demographics
In total, 360 participants and their responses to the survey were recorded. While language
identity was collected on two different dimensions, the more specific dimension (monolingual
vs. equally fluent in English and another language vs. more fluent in another language vs.
English) was not found to be significant for any of the subsequent analyses that included
language identity as a factor, so it has not been included in the rest of the results. For bilingual

participants (n = 155, 43%), the most common additional languages spoken other than English
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were Spanish (n = 110), Other (not included in the top 10 most common languages other than
English spoken in the US) (n = 22), and Tagalog (n = 8). See Table 1 for more information on

languages other than English spoken by the bilingual participants.

Table 1

Frequency of Non-English Language Spoken by Bilingual Participants

Language Equally fluent Bilinguals Most Fluent in Language Other
Than English (ESL) Bilinguals
(n=108) (n=47)
n % n %
Arabic 2 1.9 0 0
Chinese 1 9 2 4.3
French 2 1.9 1 2.1
German 3 2.8 1 2.1
Haitian Creole 0 0 0 0
Italian 0 0 0 0
Korean 1 9 0 0
Other 9 8.3 13 21.7
Russian 0 0 0 0
Spanish 84 77.8 26 55.3
Tagalog 4 3.7 4 8.5

Vietnamese 2 1.9 0 0
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General Music-related Behaviors

In the final section of the survey, participants were asked a few questions about their
general behaviors as music consumers in order to get a baseline reading about listener attitudes
and behaviors when it comes to music, lyric language, and other preferences. When asked to
select which tactics they find most important to use when finding new music to listen to, the
most frequently selected responses were “Listening to what's being played on the radio”, “Seeing
what's trending (on apps like TikTok, Twitter, YouTube, etc.)”, and “Searching for new music
from my favorite artists”. Only a small percentage of participants (8%) responded that they do
not listen to or look for new music. Out of the nine possible factors to choose from (they were
instructed to select all that apply), the participants selected only 3.16 options on average, with
71% of participants selecting only 1-4 options. See Figure 1 for the importance of each factor in

finding new music.

Figure 1

Percent of Participants Who Selected Each Factor as Important in the Process of Finding New Music

Importance of Factors in Finding New Music

Listening to radio -

Seeing what's trending 1

Favorite artists -
Recomendations from friends/family 1

Pre-made playlists (like Spotify) 1

Factor

Checking what's charting

Searching for my preferred language -

Music blogs, podcasts, etc. 4

Local bands/artists 1

10 20 30 40
Percentage of Participants Who Selected It

O«
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When asked to rank eight factors by importance in enjoying music the most important
factor on average was relatability of lyrics (M = 4.29), while the least important factor on
average was freshness (M = 4.68). See Table 2 for information on each factor and its average

rank.

Table 2

Rank of Importance of Factors in Enjoying Music

Factor Rank Mean Rank Standard Deviation ~ Overall Average Rank
Fits into my favorite genre 4.61 2.27 6
Is by one of my favorite artists 4.41 2.30 2
Has relatable lyrics 4.29 2.21 1
Has lyrics that are in a language ~ 4.63 2.29 7

that | understand/speak fluently
Fits my mood or for different 4.46 231 3

situations (working out, driving
to work, studying, etc.)

Is popular or trending 4.48 2.39 5

Is nostalgic or has a lot of 4.46 2.24 4
memories attached to it

Is fresh or something | haven't 4.68 2.31 8
heard before

Note. When asked to rank the importance of these attributes of a song or album for the enjoyment of music, on a 1-8

scale where 1 is most important and 8 is least important.

To determine if participants generally prioritize lyric language or the sound/genre of a
song, they were asked two mirror questions about their usual listening behaviors. First, they were
asked if they avoid listening to a song if the lyrics are in a language they don’t understand or

speak, even if they like the sound or genre. The majority of participants either responded that
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they don’t avoid it, but prefer songs with lyrics they can understand (31%), or that yes, they do
avoid it (24%, for 55% total of the participants). However, a large portion also responded that no,
they enjoy music they can’t understand (without translation) (39%), with the rest (6%) stating
that they don’t pay attention to lyrics at all, only sound or genre. Second, they were asked if they
avoid listening to a song if they like the lyrics but don’t like the overall sound or genre. Like the
previous question, the majority of participants either responded that they don’t avoid it, but
prefer songs with a specific sound or genre (36%), or that yes, they do avoid it (23%, for 59% of
the total number of participants). Finally, a large portion stated that they enjoy music outside of
their preferred genre (35%), with the rest responding that they don’t pay attention to sound or

genre, only to lyrics (6%).

Lyric Language and Listener Experience
Control Songs

Between-group comparison analyses on each of the eight listener experience measures
were conducted for each of the three control songs and none of these comparisons were
significant, so no baseline difference between the two groups existed on these specific measures.
Additionally, a between-group comparison of the number of bilingual participants was conducted
to ensure random assignment, and there was no significant difference in this variable between the
group who was given survey version 1 (n = 84) and the group who was given survey version 2 (n
=71), X? (1, 360) = 3.27, p = .098. Additionally, the participants’ accuracy in identifying
whether the lyrics were in English or a non-English language was high for all control songs,
including the Italian control song (“Zitti e Buoni” by Maneskin, 75%), the first English control

song (“The A-Team” by Ed Sheeran, 90%), and the second English control song (“Candy” by
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Doja Cat, 86%). When analyzing the accuracy of identifying which specific language the lyrics
were in on the control songs between each group, none of the comparisons were significant. See

Table 3 for a full list of language identification for the control songs in the survey.

Table 3

Identification of Lyric Language for Survey Control Songs

Language Song 3 Song 4 Song 5
(Italian) (English) (English)

n % n % n %

Arabic 6 16 3 0.8 1 0.3
Chinese 5 14 2 0.6 5 1.4
English 93 25.8 324 90.0 309 85.8
French 26 7.2 5 14 2 0.6
German 6 1.6 3 0.8 1 0.3

Haitian Creole 1 0.3 0 0 0 0
Italian 44 12.2 0 0 3 0.8
Korean 5 1.4 2 0.6 4 11
Other 40 111 9 25 16 4.4
Russian 13 3.6 0 0 1 0.3
Spanish 113 314 12 3.3 9 25
Tagalog 5 1.4 0 0 4 1.1

Vietnamese 3 0.8 0 0 5 1.4
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Experimental Song 1

For experimental song 1 (“Who Says” by Selena Gomez), the majority of participants
were not familiar with the song (having not heard it before or not being sure if they had heard it
before) (62%), but the results of the chi-squared tests showed there was a significant difference
in familiarity between the two language versions, X? (2, 360) = 22.1, p = .011, with participants
being more familiar with the English version than with the Spanish version. The manipulation of
the language of the lyrics was successful, as there was a significant difference in whether the
participants identified the lyrics as in English or in a non-English language, X? (1, 360) = 166.4,
p = .002, with many participants correctly identifying if the song was in English (91% for the
English version) or in a non-English language (76% for the Spanish version). See Table 4 for a
full list of lyric language identification for experimental song 1.

This manipulation of lyric language also produced a significant difference in the
categorization of the song as foreign or not, X? (1, 360) = 75.0, p = .002, with more participants
categorizing the Spanish version of the song as foreign (69%) than the English version (24%).
However, there was a lack of consensus overall with the identification of which specific non-
English language each song was in, with only around half (53%) of participants correctly
identifying the language in the Spanish version as Spanish. However, this confusion was not due
to a general inability of participants to identify English vs. non-English languages. In the three
control songs, the majority of participants on average (83%) were able to accurately identify if
the song was in English or not.

There were also significant differences in the emotional responses to experimental song 1
based on the language of the lyrics. First, the enjoyment of the English version of the song (M =

4.16, SD = 1.01) was significantly higher than the enjoyment of the Spanish version (M = 3.68,
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SD =1.06); t(357) = 4.41, p = .009. While there was no significant difference in the number of
participants who had a positive emotional reaction to the song (p = .42), the language of the
lyrics produced a significant difference in the number of negative emotional reactions to the
song, X2 (1, 360) = 8.40, p = .004, with the number of participants reporting negative emotions
being higher in the Spanish version condition (36%) than in the English version condition (22%).
Finally, the intensity of the reported emotional reaction to the English version of “Who Says” (M
= 2.53, SD = 1.10) was significantly higher than reported with the Spanish version of the same
song (M = 2.23, SD = .96); t(351) = 2.76, p = .006.

Lastly, for experimental song 1 the reported likelihood of the participants supporting the
song by streaming it in the future was higher for the English version (Mdn = 4) than the Spanish
version (Mdn = 3), and this difference was significant U(n = 188) = 5331, p = .005. However,
there was no significant difference in the likelihood of purchasing the song in the future (p =

25).

Table 4

Identification of Lyric Language for Survey Experimental Song 1
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Language Survey Version 1 Survey Version 2
(English, n = 180) (Spanish, n =180)
n % n %
Arabic 0 0 4 2.2
Chinese 1 .6 4 2.2
English 164 91.1 43 23.9
French 2 11 5 2.8
German 1 .6 1 .6
Haitian Creole 1 .6 0 0
Italian 2 11 4 2.2
Korean 0 0 5 2.8
Other 3 1.7 14 7.8
Russian 0 0 2 11
Spanish 4 2.2 96 53.3
Tagalog 0 0 2 1.1
Vietnamese 2 11 0 0

Experimental Song 2

For experimental song 2 (“Regular” by NCT), the song was generally not familiar to the
participants (83% had not heard it before), but there was no significant difference in familiarity
between the two lyric language conditions of the song (English vs. Korean) (p = .59). Contrary to
song 1, the success of the language manipulation of this song was unclear. Participants were not

generally able to accurately identify if the song’s lyrics were in English (77% for the English
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version) or non-English language (only 64% for the Korean version), and the difference was not
significant between the two lyric language conditions (p =.09). Additionally, the difference
between the identification of the song as foreign between the two language conditions was only
marginally significant, X2 (1, 360) = 42.9, p = .052, with the Korean version being more likely to
be classified as foreign (71%) than the English version (36%). See Table 5 for a full list of lyric
language identification for experimental song 2.

The difference in lyric language conditions did not produce a significant difference in the
emotional responses to experimental song 2, including enjoyment (p = .31), positive (p = .59) or
negative (p = .74) emotional reaction, or intensity (p = .35). Finally, there were no significant
differences between the English and Korean versions of the song on support behaviors, so the
participants who were not previously familiar with the song were not more likely to stream the

song in the future (p = .25) or purchase the song in the future (p = .31).

Table 5

Identification of Lyric Language for Survey Experimental Song 2
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Language Survey Version 1 Survey Version 2
(Korean, n = 180) (English, n = 180)
n % n %
Arabic 7 3.9 6 3.3
Chinese 6 33 0 0
English 65 36.1 138 76.7
French 5 2.8 4 2.2
German 3 1.7 2 11
Haitian Creole 1 .6 3 1.7
Italian 4 2.2 1 .6
Korean 30 16.7 1 .6
Other 23 12.8 9 5.0
Russian 5 2.8 0 0
Spanish 26 14.4 14 7.8
Tagalog 1 .6 0 0
Vietnamese 4 2.2 2 11

Language Identity of Participants and Listener Experience

For experimental song 1, there were no significant differences between monolingual and
bilingual participants on any of the eight listener experience measures for the group who heard
the English version of the song. As for the group who heard the Spanish version of the song, the
results of the chi-squared analysis showed there was a significant difference in how the

monolingual and bilingual participants identified the language of the lyrics, X? (11, 180) = 19.4,



Martin - 20

p =.036, with more bilingual participants (71%) accurately identifying the song as Spanish than
monolingual participants (42%) who were able to do so.

There was also a significant difference with the Spanish version in the emotional
response to the song between the two language identity groups, X? (1, 180) = 4.9, p = .027, with
more bilingual participants having a positive emotional response (78%) than monolingual
participants who experienced the same (61%). Similarly, results of the independent-samples t-
test indicated there was a significant difference in enjoyment between the two groups, with
bilingual participants (M = 3.90, SD = 1.03) enjoying the Spanish version more than the
monolingual participants (M = 3.54, SD = 1.06); t(141.7) = -2.23, p = .028. Finally, while the
difference between the two language identity groups in the likelihood to purchase the Spanish
version of song 1 in the future was not significant, there was a significant difference in the
likelihood to support the song by streaming it, U(n = 107) = 1341, p = .004. Specifically, the
bilingual participants were more likely to stream the song (Mdn = 3) than the monolingual
participants (Mdn = 2).

As for experimental song 2, the only listener experience measure that showed a
significant difference between the two language identity groups for the English version of the
song was emotional response intensity, with the bilingual participant having a more intense
response (M = 2.54, SD = 1.05) than the monolingual participants (M = 2.18, SD = 1.02);
t(140.99) = -2.23, p = .028. This difference in intensity was regardless of the valence of the
emotional response, as neither the positive nor the negative emotional response frequencies
between the two groups were significantly different (p = .92 and p = .74, respectively). For the

Korean version of experimental song 2, the results of the individual analyses on the eight listener
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experience measures indicated no significant differences between monolingual and bilingual

participants.

Lyric Language and Support Behaviors

For experimental song 1 (“Who Says” by Selena Gomez), results of the multiple linear
regression indicated that there was a collective significant effect between the listener experience
variables and the lyric language condition on the likelihood for the participant to stream the song
in the future (F(8, 351) = 95.16, p = .002, R? = .68). The individual predictors were examined
further and indicated that enjoyment (t = 3.05, p = .002), familiarity (t = -27.19, p <.001),
positive emotional response (t = 3.17, p = .002), negative emotional response (t=-2.35, p =
.019), and language variation (t = -2.02, p = .044) were significant predictors in the model.
Specifically, when controlling for the other significant variables, the participants who were in the
Spanish version group were still less likely to stream the song in the future (estimate = -.25) than
in the English version group. The multiple linear regression conducted on the likelihood to
purchase the song in the future was also statistically significant (F(8, 351) = 79.42, p < .001, R? =
.63), but only enjoyment (t = 2.85, p = .005) and emotional intensity (t = 3.14, p =.001) were
significant predictors in the model, not lyric language (p = .33). When the language identity
variable (monolingual vs. bilingual) was added to the models for both support measures it was
not significant, either alone or as an interaction with language variation.

For experimental song 2 (“Regular” by NCT), results of the multiple linear regression
indicated that there was a collective significant effect between the listener experience variables,
the lyric language condition, and participant language identity on the likelihood for the

participant to stream the song in the future (F(10, 349) = 52.41, p <.001, R? = .59). The
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individual predictors were examined further and indicated that enjoyment (t = 3.46, p <.001),
familiarity (t =-21.25, p <.001), positive emotional response (t = 4.06, p < .001), emotional
response intensity (t = 2.14, p = .033), and the interaction between language variation and
language identity (t = -2.10, p = .037) were significant predictors in the model. The multiple
linear regression conducted on the likelihood to purchase the song in the future was also
statistically significant (F(10, 349) = 41.65, p < .001, R? = .53), but only enjoyment (t=2.97, p =
.003) and emotional intensity (t = 4.85, p <.001) were significant predictors in the model, not
lyric language (p = .32), participant language identity (p = .41), or the interaction between the

two (p = .32).

Discussion

This study aimed to investigate if linguistic discrimination seen in other contexts in the
United States extended into the popular music industry, specifically to address how linguistic
discrimination might play a role in consumer perception and experience of music. Hypothesis 1A
suggested that due to the manipulation of the lyric language, the experimental songs with non-
English lyrics would be less likely to be supported by the participants than the English lyric
versions of the same song, demonstrating a general consumer bias or preference against non-
English songs. Hypothesis 1B suggested that the language identity of the participants (being
monolingual or bilingual) would not influence their experience of the song or their likelihood to
support the song in the future based on the language of the lyrics. Finally, Hypothesis 2
suggested that differences in support behaviors would not be explained solely by differences in
audience preference or bias, demonstrating that the principles of linguistic discrimination seen in

other contexts do apply to music consumption in the US popular music industry.
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Differences in Listener Experience Based on Lyric Language

This study found that the Spanish version of experimental song 1 was less likely to be
supported in the future by the participants (in the form of streaming) when compared to the
English version of the song, which confirms Hypothesis 1A. The language of the lyrics also
influenced many other listener experience dimensions, including the level of enjoyment of the
song, the frequency of negative emotional responses, and the intensity of those emotional
responses. These findings are in line with research that demonstrates the importance of lyrics in
the perception of music, especially in the formation of an emotional response (Ali &
Peynircioglu, 2006; Brattico et al., 2011; Mori, 2009; Mori & Iwanaga, 2014). Specifically, the
non-English version of experimental song 1 was enjoyed less and was more likely to produce a
negative emotional response in the participants when compared to the English version, and
emotional responses were less intense on average in the Spanish condition, regardless of the
participants’ own language abilities. This suggests the presence of a general preference for songs
with English lyrics, but these results alone are not sufficient to make claims about any potential
linguistic discrimination.

As for experimental song 2, there was no significant difference between the two language
version conditions in the ability to identify if the lyrics were in English or a non-English
language. Therefore, it is difficult to interpret differences in listening experiences to the two
versions of song 2 (English vs. Korean lyrics), since these differences cannot be attributed to
successful language manipulation. However, in contrast to experimental song 1, there were no
demonstrated differences on the experience measures between the two groups including level of

enjoyability, emotional response, and support behaviors. This, interpreted alongside the lack of
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difference in language identification, further reflects the failure of the lyric language
manipulation for this song.

It is important to note that this failure of the manipulation of the lyric language was not
due to an overall inability to identify languages. As shown in Table 3, participants in both groups
were clearly able to accurately identify whether the three control songs were in English or a non-
English language, so the issue was not with a baseline lack of accuracy in our sample. One
potential limitation of this study that might explain the failure of the manipulation was the
presence of three Spanish words in song 2, which may have caused unnecessary confusion
during the identification. However, this would not explain the participants who identified a

language other than Korean or Spanish, which was a large portion of the participants (69%).

Impact of Listener Identity and Interaction with Lyric Language

The participant’s language identity (monolingual vs. bilingual) was influential in some
dimensions of experience with experimental song 1, but only in the Spanish-language condition,
which partially contradicts Hypothesis 1B. While prior research suggests that linguistic bias is
experienced equally by monolingual and bilingual individuals (DeJesus et al., 2017; Souza et al.,
2013), our results found that biases toward a non-English language were mediated by language
background. Specifically, monolingual participants were less likely to enjoy the Spanish version
of the song, have a positive emotional response to the song, and were less likely to stream the
song in the future.

The discrepancy in the importance of language identity between the two language
versions of experimental song 1 could be due to a few different factors. First, the prior research

on linguistic biases in monolingual vs. bilingual individuals was conducted on children and



Martin - 25

adolescents, but the current study was completed with adult participants. It is possible that
differences in biases between these two groups become salient in adulthood, and therefore were
measured in this study. Second, the majority of bilingual participants were fluent in Spanish
(71%), so the differences in the Spanish lyric condition could be due to familiarity with the
language instead of a true difference between attitudes towards Spanish lyrics between the
monolingual and bilingual groups. The intelligibility of lyrics has been positively correlated with
the perceived importance of lyrics (Condit-Schultz & Huron, 2015), so the increased
intelligibility of the song for the Spanish-speaking participants could have made the lyrics more
important in their listening experience when compared to the monolingual participants, outside
of any linguistic biases. In order to assess the relationship between language identity, lyric
language, and listener experience whilst controlling for intelligibility, future research should
replicate this study with a more diverse range of bilingual participants with varying lyric

languages.

Evidence of Linguistic Discrimination and Implications for Music Industry

Finally, participants were less likely to support the non-English version of experimental
song 1 by streaming it in the future even when controlling for all other experience measures,
which confirms Hypothesis 2 and suggests that linguistic discrimination does occur in US
popular music audiences. To our knowledge, this is the first study to expand upon previous
research on the presence of linguistic discrimination in many other contexts (Baron, 2019; Craft
et al., 2020; Lippi-Green, 2012), and demonstrate its effects in the music industry. Specifically,

while enjoyment, emotional response (positive and negative), and familiarity were significant
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predictors of the likelihood to stream, the Spanish version of the song was still less likely to be
streamed when controlling for these influences.

Interestingly, there were no significant differences in the likelihood to purchase the song
between the two different language versions, even when controlling for other experience
variables. Therefore, this study did not produce evidence that linguistic discrimination occurs in
the act of purchasing music. However, many US music consumers no longer purchase music in
traditional ways, including buying physical alboums and CDs, so purchasing now makes up less
than 10% of all music consumption (Steele, 2019). While the difference in the likelihood to
support the song by purchasing was not significant, the more important support behavior
measure was streaming, which did demonstrate linguistic discrimination.

The discriminatory behavior in streaming alone is likely to have many real-world
implications for any artist in the US music industry who chooses to perform their songs in non-
English languages. In 2015, streaming became the largest source of revenue in the music
industry and comprises the majority (82%) of all music consumption in the US (Datta et al.,
2018; Steele, 2019). So, not only can diminished streaming behaviors lead to a loss of revenue
for an artist singing non-English lyrics, but it can also prevent success in the charts. For example,
even though the Billboard Hot 100 chart equates 100 paid subscription streams with one
purchase of the song (Billboard, 2018), songs that dominate in streaming regularly top songs
which are purchased more due to streaming being a much more popular avenue for music
consumption (Molanphy, 2020). Therefore, a significant limiting factor to audience members
supporting a song by streaming it (like what was experienced in the non-English version of song
1) could mean the difference between being able to place on the important US charts. For this

reason, it would be interesting for future research to address whether the amount of non-English
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lyrics in a song (a single word or phrase vs. the entire song being in non-English) would impact
the potential linguistic discrimination.

Further research is needed to explore if the results found with experimental song 1 are
dependent upon the non-English language being Spanish, or if these results are found with other
languages. A limitation of this study was the failure of the manipulation of lyric language for the
English/Korean experimental song, which makes the results tied to linguistic discrimination
difficult to generalize to non-English languages other than Spanish. This is particularly of note
since the majority of the bilingual participants were Spanish speaking, so comparison with other
languages would be needed to see if results are due to familiarity with the language or increased
intelligibility of the lyrics. However, the makeup of the non-English languages spoken by the
participants generally matched that of the United States, which was our target population, as
Spanish is the most common non-English language spoken (Thompson, 2021; United States
Census Bureau, 2019). Additionally, the between-subjects study design allowed for potential
differences between the two randomly assigned groups in general listening preferences or level
of biases, although this was addressed with the inclusion and analysis of different types of
control songs. Finally, future research controlling for other attributes of music that could impact
the listener’s experience and likelihood to support that were not able to be accounted for due to
limitations of this study, like genre or rhythmic structure, would be useful in better understanding

the connection between lyric language and audience support.

Conclusion
This study found that lyric language was influential in the audience’s listening experience

with popular music, with the Spanish version of the song being generally less liked and less
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likely to be supported by the participants than the English version. Contrary to some prior
research, language identity of the participant was a mediating factor in the listening experience,
but only became significant when listening to non-English songs. However, the lack of success
of the lyric language manipulation of the second experimental song prevents these findings from
being generalizable to other non-English languages. Most importantly, the Spanish version of the
first experimental song was less likely to be supported by the participants in the future through
streaming, even when controlling for all other differences in the listening experience, which
confirms that linguistic discrimination does occur in the US popular music industry. To our
knowledge, this study is the first to explore linguistic discrimination within the popular music
industry, and helps to expand upon our understanding of the mechanisms of linguistic
discrimination in general. Finally, the findings of this study help to contextualize and highlight
the many real-world implications, both monetary and otherwise, that linguistic discrimination

could have on musical artists who perform in non-English languages.
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