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A hip-hop state of mind
The global popularity of hip-hop has transformed the 
culture from the inner-city streets of New York City 
(NY, USA) into a multibillion-dollar industry within 
about 40 years.1 Hip-hop music is a worldwide platform 
for self-expression and unification. It has a unique 
capability to translate across cultures, languages, and 
socioeconomic boundaries. Hip-hop first emerged 
during the early 1970s out of the politically forsaken and 
socially neglected South Bronx area, New York. Toxic 
environmental factors such as poverty, illegal drug use, 
crime, and social segregation put those who lived in 
these areas at a high risk of developing mental health 
problems.2 However, for many, the conception of hip-
hop also helped to positively transform their lives and 
achieve a formidable sense of empowerment, street 
knowledge, resilience, and self-healing.3

Here, we discuss the potential of hip-hop music 
in the context of mental health and psychiatry. 
We focus on some of the avenues through which 
hip-hop can be implemented as a unique tool for 
refinement of psychotherapies and psychoeducation, 
for enhancement of recruitment and retention in 
psychiatry, and to help with public health education and 
anti-stigma campaigns.

Through psychoeducation and psychotherapies, 
medical knowledge can be actively transferred to 
empower individuals to form clearer personal identities, 
and to take responsibility for their own health and 
wellbeing. Bridging such techniques with hip-hop 
music can cultivate a new culture of understanding, 
based on a context-enhanced partnership of mutual 
respect and trust. Merely increasing the availability of 
psychological interventions and psychoeducation is not 
enough; they must also be made culturally accessible 
to those who most need them. An innovative study 
by J W Pierce4 examined the effect of music therapy 
and psychoeducation versus psychoeducation only 
for the promotion of societal inclusion of people with 
mental health problems. Both groups consisted of 
patients with a range of mental health problems such 
as schizophrenia and depression. The experimental 
group had music lyrics and music played to them to help 
with psychoeducation. Popular songs—eg, “Man in the 
Mirror” by Michael Jackson and “Take Off Your Cool” by 
Outkast—were used to enable discussions among the 

patients in the experimental group. On the basis of test-
scores, the results showed that the experimental group 
learned significantly more of the psychoeducation 
curriculum than the control group. A limitation of 
the study was that the key contributing factors of the 
music therapy that lead to the positive results were not 
identified. For example, whether listening to the music 
itself helped, or whether music preference contributed 
to the positive result, was not clear; future studies 
should delineate such effects. Positive visual imagery is 
also being currently used in the treatment of affective 
disorders, including depressive disorders, based on 
the work of Emily Holmes and colleagues,5,6 and has 
been validated crossculturally, as shown in an Iranian 
population.7 We believe that hip-hop music, with its 
rich, visual narrative style, can be used with this form of 
psychotherapy to address the cultural needs for specific 
populations. For example, the song “Juicy”8 by the hip-
hop artist, The Notorious B.I.G., is characterised by 
positive visual imagery. We speculate that patients with 
depression who are interested in hip-hop music could be 
encouraged to enhance positive images of themselves, 
their situations, and the future, through this form of 
music.9 These patients could also be encouraged to give 
a positive interpretation via rapping, by use of scripts 
with ambiguous situations as highlighted in studies by 
Holmes.5,6 

Mental health services are increasingly needed 
worldwide; eg, major depressive disorder has increased 
in ranking to the 11th position for disability-adjusted 
life years, as reported in the Global Burden of Disease 
Study in 2012.10 This crisis is intensified as mental-
health support decreases; specifically, the uptake of 
medical students into the specialism of psychiatry has 
markedly fallen over the past 25 years, and retention 
rates of psychiatry trainees are also low.11–14 The use 
of a hip-hop framework for medical education allows 
for the incorporation of arts and popular culture into 
training, but not compromising on scientific merit. 
Popular culture through the use of cinema is already 
being used to teach psychiatry;15 MedFest,16 supported 
by the Royal College of Psychiatrists, is a typical example 
of using popular media films with a psychiatric theme 
to stimulate an interest in psychiatry among medical 
students and doctors. Such stimulation is important 

Lancet Psychiatry 2014

Published Online 
November 11, 2014 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/
S2215-0366(14)00063-7

See Online for an interview with 
HIP HOP PSYCH and two brief 
lectures in a special Lancet 
Psychiatry podcast

Be
ck

y 
In

st
er

Ak
ee

m
 S

ul
e



Comment

2	 www.thelancet.com/psychiatry   Published online November 11, 2014   http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S2215-0366(14)70407-9

as it underlines the relevance of psychiatry to a wider 
culture, and helps with the recruitment of a more 
diverse mental-health workforce.

Hip-hop has already been implemented into Let’s 
Move, a US public-health campaign against childhood 
obesity promoted by the Presidential First Lady Michelle 
Obama.17 We believe that incorporation of hip-hop into 
antistigma campaigning for mental health could do 
likewise. HIP HOP PSYCH is a pioneering social venture 
that we co-founded to bridge the gap between the 
hip-hop community and the medical community. Our 
project has several aims: to refine psychotherapies 
and psychoeducation, to bring teaching innovation to 
medical personnel and academics, to engage with the 
general public, and to launch antistigma campaigns. 
We are particularly keen to do outreach work in prisons, 
schools, and youth hostels to promote positive self-
esteem through engagement with hip-hop artists.

We translate medical information in an accessible 
manner, and also incorporate cutting-edge medical 
and neuroscientific research to promote the positive 
messages that hip-hop music has to offer—eg, verbal 
dexterity and freestyle brain connectivity patterns.18 We 
have witnessed the integration of HIP HOP PSYCH in a 
variety of settings (eg, prisons, lecture halls, schools, 
and nightclubs), and how it empowers individuals and 
creates space for discussion and debate about mental 
health from different perspectives, especially from the 
viewpoint of hard-to-reach audiences, such as prisoners. 
After 40 years since its inception, hip-hop has come a 
long way and has influenced an array of areas, including 
politics and technology,—and now potentially medicine.

*Akeem Sule, *Becky Inkster
Department of Psychiatry, University of Cambridge, Cambridge 
CB2 0SZ, UK (AS, BI); Wolfson College, University of Cambridge, 
Cambridge CB3 9BB, UK (AS, BI); South Essex Partnership 
University NHS Foundation Trust, Bedfordshire LU1 2PJ, UK (AS); 
Cambridgeshire and Peterborough NHS Foundation Trust, 
Fulbourn, Cambridge CB21 5HH (BI) 
hiphopsych@gmail.com

 For more on HIP HOP PSYCH 
see www.hiphoppsych.co.uk

We would like to acknowledge and thank Mark Sheppard and Anjana Bala for 
their support and contributions to HIP HOP PSYCH. We declare no competing 
interests. AS and BI are the cofounders of HIP HOP PSYCH and pioneers of the 
HIP HOP PSYCH movement. 

1	 Julie Watson. Rapper’s delight: a billion-dollar industry. Forbes, Feb 18, 
2004. http://www.forbes.com/2004/02/18/cx_jw_0218hiphop.html 
(accessed Oct 10, 2014). 

2	 Anakwenze U, Zuberi D. Mental health and poverty in the inner city. 
Health Soc Work 2013; 38: 147–57.

3	 Travis R Jr. Rap music and the empowerment of today’s youth: evidence in 
everyday music listening, music therapy and commercial rap music. 
Child Adolesc Soc Work J 2013; 30: 139–67.

4	 Pierce JW. The effect of music therapy and psychoeducation versus 
psychoeducation for mainstreaming mental health patients into society. 
PhD thesis, School of Music, Florida State University, 2004; 16. 

5	 Holmes EA, Lang TJ, Shah DM. Developing interpretation bias modification 
as a cognitive vaccine for depressed mood: imagining positive events 
makes you feel better than thinking about them verbally. J Abnorm Psychol 
2009; 118: 76–88.

6	 Holmes EA, James EL, Blackwell SE, Hales S. They flash upon that inward 
eye. Psychologist 2011; 24: 340–43.

7	 Torkan H, Blackwell SE, Holmes EA, et al. Positive imagery cognitive bias 
modification in treatment-seeking patients with major depression in Iran: 
a pilot study. Cognit Ther Res 2014; 38: 132–45.

8	 The Notorious BIG. Juicy. Bad Boy Records, 1994. http://www.lyrics.net/
lyric/10202418 (accessed Oct 10, 2014). 

9	 Elligan D. Contextualizing rap music as a means of incorporating into 
psychotherapy. In Hadley S, Yancy G, eds. Therapeutic uses of rap and hip-
hop New York, NY: Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group. 2012, 27–38.

10	 Murray C, Vos T, Lozano R, et al. Disability-adjusted life years (DALYs) for 
291 diseases and injuries in 21 regions, 1990—2010: a systematic analysis 
for the global burden of disease study. Lancet 2012; 380: 2197–223. 

11	 Deb T, Lomax A. Why don’t more doctors choose a career in psychiatry? 
BMJ Careers Jan 9, 2014; http://careers.bmj.com/careers/advice/viewarticle.
html?id=20015985 (accessed Oct 10, 2014). 

12	 Misconceptions about psychiatrists ‘common’ among public and medical 
students. RCPsych Jul 5, 2013; http://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/mediacentre/
pressreleasearchives/2013/psychiatristsrole.aspx (accessed Oct 10, 2014).

13	 Stampfer H. The recruitment problem in psychiatry: a critical commentary. 
Education Research and Perspectives 2011; 38: 1–19.

14	 Mukherjee K, Maier M, Wessely S. UK crisis in recruitment into psychiatric 
training. Psychiatrist 2013; 37: 210–14.

15	 Dave S, Tandon K. Cinemeducation in psychiatry. Adv Psychiatr Treat 2011; 
17: 301–08. 

16	 Anon. MedFest film festival. http://www.medfest.co.uk/(accessed Oct 10, 
2014). 

17	 Elizabeth Flock. Let’s Move. US News (USA), Aug 5, 2013. http://www.
usnews.com/news/articles/2013/08/05/michelle-obamas-newest-
initiative-using-hip-hop-to-fight-obesity and http://www.letsmove.gov/ 
(accessed Oct 10, 2014).

18	 Liu S, Chow HM, Xu Y, et al. Neural correlates of lyrical improvisation: an 
fMRI study of freestyle rap. Nature 2012; 2: 834–38.


