
 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

By 

Peter Jason Rentfrow 

2004 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 

The Dissertation Committee for Peter Jason Rentfrow certifies that this is the approved 
version of the following dissertation: 

 
 
 

Message in a Ballad: 

Personality Judgements Based on Music Preferences 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Committee:      
 
_______________________________  
William B. Swann, Co-Supervisor   
 
_______________________________  
Samuel D. Gosling, Co-Supervisor   
 
_______________________________  
James W. Pennebaker     
 
_______________________________  
Marc Lewis      
 
_______________________________  
Eugenia Costa-Giomi     
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

 

Message in a Ballad: 

Personality Judgements Based on Music Preferences 

 

by  

Peter Jason Rentfrow, B.A. 

 

 

Dissertation 

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of 

the University of Texas at Austin 

in Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements 

for the Degree of 

Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

The University of Texas at Austin 

May, 2004 

 



 

Dedication 
This work is dedicated to the curious student who, like me, could only find people 

with similar research interests in unpublished doctoral dissertations; those of you who 
might be reading this work to learn more about something you are passionate about, yet 
something that perhaps others think is mundane or “intuitive.” I am with you. Just as you 
feel excited, yet leery while entertaining ideas that seem unorthodox, I felt excited, yet 
leery. Just as you are comforted and encouraged by the people who see life through the 
same lens as you, I was comforted and encouraged. My only hope is that you are 
surrounded by as many people who believe in you as I was, because for me, it was those 
people who made this work possible.  
 Bill Swann, the person who a few years prior to writing this dissertation saw 
potential in me, despite the fact that I barely spoke a word in his undergraduate social 
psychology seminar, and gave me the opportunity to pursue my passion for social 
psychology. Throughout my graduate training, Bill was a father figure who shared with 
me his insights into the psychological underpinnings of social behavior, mentored me as I 
blossomed into an independent researcher and thinker, and introduced me to some terrific 
jazz music.  
 Sam Gosling, someone who believed in me and my ideas, even when I didn’t, and 
encouraged me to pursue them. Toward the latter years of my graduate training, he was 
like an older brother who would stay-up until the early hours of the morning to discuss 
research ideas and play videogames with me. He showed me how to approach seemingly 
unanswerable research questions with practical, yet elegant methods and statistical 
techniques. And, he turned me on to some great electronic music. 
 Jamie Pennebaker, someone who, keeping in-line with the family analogy, was 
like an eccentric uncle. His unwavering love for research, people, life and everything 
unconventional, taught me as much about doing research as living. He exposed me to a 
way of thinking about research that is driven more by the phenomenon than the 
explanations underlying it. His “life’s too short” philosophy taught me the value of 
enjoying life in the present. And, we both shared a passion for country music, except he 
liked country music. 
 Viktor Frankl once wrote “where love is lacking, work becomes a substitute; 
where work is lacking, love becomes an opiate.” Thus, when times were tough, the 
company of friends and family was invaluable, and, they too contributed to this work, 
although less directly than my advisors.  

Brad Gilley, my best friend since high school, helped me realize the power of 
music and the therapeutic effects of laughter. Matthias Mehl, my estranged officemate for 
the last year of graduate school, was always there as a friend and colleague. Youngsuk 
Kim, the love of my life and strongest person I know, taught me that life’s obstacles can’t 
stop you from reaching your dreams unless you let them. And, most importantly, Mom 
and Dad, the two people who have had an undeniable impact on this work, because if it 
wasn’t for their love for each other, you would not be reading this. My parents’ love and 
support throughout my life has made me what I am today.  



 

Clearly then, this work is the result of a range of life experiences, most of which 
have involved the people mentioned above and of course many others who I have not 
mentioned. Thus, this work is as much theirs as it is mine, and it is for you. 
  

  

 

 

 

 



Acknowledgements 

I am indebted to the chairs of my dissertation, Sam Gosling and Bill Swann, for their 

guidance, patience, and encouragement on all aspects of this research. I am grateful to Oliver 

John, Matthias Mehl, Del Paulhus, Nairan Ramirez, and Simine Vazire for their helpful 

comments on this research. I also thank Lou Goldberg for generously providing data from his 

Eugene Springfield Community Sample.  And, I am especially grateful to Amy Bacon, 

Patrick Barnhill, Paradise Kaikhany, Mathew Knapek, Jennifer Malaspina, Yvette Martinez, 

Adelle Mata, Irma Luisa Mata, Scott Meyerott, Claire Miller, Lea Nino, Hanny Pei, Helen 

Pine, Ying Jun Puk, Stacie Scruggs, Aaron Strong, and Jennifer Weathers, for their assistance 

with data collection.  

 

 

 

 

vi 



 

Message in a Ballad: 

Personality Judgements Based on Music Preferences 

 

Publication No. __________ 

 

Peter Jason Rentfrow, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2004 

 

Supervisors: William B. Swann Jr. 

Samuel D. Gosling 

 

This dissertation examines the role music plays in interpersonal perception. 

Drawing from research indicating that music preferences and personality are linked, this 

work focuses on the impressions elicited from such information. Four independent 

studies were conducted to determine whether people could form impressions on the basis 

of music preferences, whether those impressions are accurate, and the perceptual paths 

underlying them. The results from the first study revealed that observers were able to 

form consensual and accurate impressions about targets using nothing more than their 

favorite songs. The results also suggested that observers relied on music attributes to 

form their impressions. Findings from the three subsequent studies revealed robust, 

vii 



viii 

genre-specific, and accurate music stereotypes, which suggest another way in which 

people develop music-based personality judgements. Supplementary analyses indicated 

that music attributes (e.g., loud, angry) and genre stereotypes (e.g., a rock music fan) 

contribute differentially to accuracy. Results offer insight into the social functions of 

music preferences by highlighting their consequences in interpersonal perception. This 

work also points out the value of studying the social and personality psychology of 

everyday life.  
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Introduction 

 

The man that hath no music in himself, 

Nor is not moved with concord of sweet sounds, 

Is fit for treasons, stratagems and spoils; 

The motions of his spirit are dull as night 

And his affections dark as Erebus; 

Let no such man be trusted. 

William Shakespeare, The Merchant of Venice 

 

Music is a ubiquitous phenomenon: It is heard at restaurants, homes, parties, 

weddings, and religious ceremonies; it is a source of relaxation, entertainment, therapy, 

and nostalgia; and, as Shakespeare’s Lorenzo suggests, it can reveal important aspects of 

a person’s character. Yet, despite its pervasiveness, music has remained mute within 

mainstream social and personality psychology research. Indeed, as the personality 

psychologist Raymond Cattell noted, “So powerful is the effect of music… that one is 

surprised to find in the history of psychology and psychotherapy so little experimental, or 

even speculative, reference to the use of music…” (Cattell & Saunders, 1954, p. 3).  

Although music has enjoyed considerable research attention in cognitive 

psychology (e.g., Bharucha & Mencl, 1996; Chaffin & Imreh, 2002; Deutsch, 1999; 

Drayna, Manichaikul, de Lange, Sneider, & Spector, 2001; Krumhansl, 1990, 2000, 

2002; Radocy & Boyle, 1979; Sloboda, 1985), biological psychology (e.g., Oyama, 
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Hatano, Sato, Kudo, Spintge, & Droh, 1983; Rider, Floyd, & Kirkpatrick, 1985; 

Standley, 1992; Todd 1999), clinical psychology (Diamond, 2002; Dorow, 1975; 

Hilliard, 2001; Wigram, Saperston, & West, 1995), and neuroscience (e.g., Besson, Faita, 

Peretz, Bonnel, & Requin, 1998; Blood & Zatorre 2001; Blood, Zatorre, Bermudez, & 

Evans, 1999; Clynes, 1982; Marin & Perry, 1999; Peretz, Gagnon, & Bouchard, 1998; 

Peretz & Hebert, 2000; Rauschecker, 2001), very little work has been done in social and 

personality psychology, despite the fact that music plays such a prominent role in 

people’s everyday social lives (Mehl & Pennebaker, 2003).  

Why should music be added to the social and personality psychology research 

agenda? Recently, a number of criticisms have been raised about the lack of attention to 

“real world” behavior within social and personality psychology (e.g., Funder, 2001; 

Hogan, 1998; Mehl & Pennebaker, 2003; Rozin, 2001). For example, Funder (2001) 

noted that although there is a wealth of information regarding the structure of personality, 

“…the catalog of basic facts concerning the relationships between personality and 

behavior remains thin” (p. 212). According to Funder, one way researchers can resolve 

this issue is to extend their research on the structural components of personality to 

include behavior that occurs in everyday life. Still others have criticized the field for 

focusing on a narrow subset of social phenomena and ignoring many basic, pervasive 

social activities. For instance, Rozin opined, “Psychologists should learn… to keep their 

eyes on the big social phenomena, and to situate what they study in the flow of social 

life” (p. 12; 2001). In short, there is a growing concern that the breadth of topics studied 

by many research psychologists is too narrow and excludes many important facets of 
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everyday life that are worthy of scientific attention. Music is one of them.  

People listen to music frequently (Mehl & Pennebaker, 2003) and in a variety of 

social contexts (Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003). On average, people consider their music 

preferences to be more important than their preferences for books, clothing, food, movies, 

television programs, and as important as their hobbies (Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003). 

Clearly, then, expanding the research foci to include music will facilitate the development 

of an ecologically sensitive depiction of social behavior. Additionally, combining the 

extant work on music preferences with social psychological research will undoubtedly 

shed some light on the social processes linking people to their music of choice. For 

example, are music preferences related to basic psychological characteristics? Can we 

understand why individuals like the music they do by examining the links between music 

preferences and personality? If so, then what are the interpersonal consequences 

associated with those links? Can knowledge of a person’s music preferences tell others 

something about that person’s personality? 

In this dissertation I attempt to extend theory and research into people’s everyday 

lives by exploring the social and personality psychology of music preferences. The 

overarching goal of this line of work is to provide a foundation on which a theory of 

music preferences can be built—a theory that will ultimately explain when, where, how, 

and why people listen to music. Although this goal is extremely ambitious and will 

undoubtedly lead to more complex questions and answers, my goal in this dissertation is 

more modest, attempting to shed some initial light on the issue. Specifically, in this 

dissertation I examine how personality is expressed through music preferences by 
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reviewing research on the links between music preferences and basic psychological 

characteristics. I then focus on the interpersonal consequences of personality expression 

through music by investigating how personality is perceived on the basis of music 

preferences.  

4 



 

Expression of Personality Through Music 

Clearly, individuals differ in their music preferences. Whereas some believe that 

there is only one “pure” style of music, classical, others believe that there are two, 

country and western. Why is the music that is loved so much by some, actively avoided 

and even despised by others? What determines the type of music that a person likes?  

Interactionist theories emphasize links between the person and the environment, 

and suggest that individuals select and create social and physical environments that 

reinforce and reflect elements of their personalities, self-views, and values (e.g., Buss, 

1987; Gosling, Ko, Mannarelli, & Morris, 2002; Snyder & Ickes, 1985; Swann, 1987; 

Swann, Rentfrow, & Guinn, 2002). For example, extraverts seek out interaction partners 

who allow them to express their extraverted nature (Swann, & Hill, 1982); and 

conscientious individuals create neat and organized living and work spaces, which reflect 

their conscientious dispositions (Gosling, et al., 2002). Thus, it would seem reasonable 

that individuals also select and create auditory (i.e., musical) environments that reinforce 

and reflect aspects of their personalities. Indeed, the few studies that have examined 

music preferences suggest some links to personality (Arnett, 1992; Cattell & Anderson, 

1953b; Cattell & Saunders, 1954; Little & Zuckerman, 1986; McCown, Keiser, 

Mulhearn, & Williamson, 1997), physiological arousal (Gowensmith & Bloom, 1997; 

McNamara and Ballard, 1999; Oyama et al., 1983; Rider, Floyd, & Kirkpatrick, 1985), 

and social identity (Crozier, 1998; North & Hargreaves, 1999; North, Hargreaves & 

O’Neill, 2000; Tarrant, North, & Hargreaves, 2000).  
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Personality 

Cattell was among the first to theorize about how music could contribute to our 

understanding of personality. He believed that preferences for certain types of music 

reveal important information about unconscious aspects of personality that are 

overlooked by most personality inventories (Cattell & Anderson, 1953a; Cattell & 

Anderson, 1953b; Cattell & Saunders, 1954; Kemp, 1996). Accordingly, Cattell and 

Anderson (1953a) created the I.P.A.T. Music Preference Test, a personality inventory 

comprised of 120 classical and jazz music excerpts in which respondents indicate the 

extent to which they like each musical item. Using factor analysis, Cattell & Saunders 

(1954) identified 12 music preference factors and interpreted each one as an unconscious 

reflection of specific personality characteristics (e.g., surgency, warmth, and 

conservatism). Whereas Cattell believed that music preferences provided a window into 

the unconscious, most researchers have regarded music preferences as a manifestation of 

more explicit personality traits. For example, sensation seeking appears to be positively 

related to preference for rock, heavy metal, and punk music, and negatively related to 

preference for soundtracks and religious music (Little & Zuckerman, 1986). In addition, 

Extraversion and psychoticism have been shown to predict preferences for music with 

exaggerated bass, such as rap and dance music (McCown et al., 1997). 

Physiological Arousal 

Another line of research revealing links between music preferences and 

personality has focused on the physiological correlates of music preferences. For 

example, heavy-metal fans tend to experience higher resting arousal than country music 
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fans. Furthermore, listening to heavy metal music has been shown to increase the arousal 

level of heavy-metal fans beyond that of country-music fans (Gowensmith and 

Bloom,1997). Similarly, preference for highly arousing music (e.g., heavy metal, rock, 

alternative, rap, and dance) appears to be positively related to resting arousal, sensation 

seeking, and antisocial personality (McNamara and Ballard, 1999). Overall, these studies 

suggest that music preferences are linked to emotional arousal. 

Social Identity  

Additional evidence linking music preferences and personality comes from 

research on social identity. For example, North and Hargreaves (1999) found that people 

use music as a “badge” to communicate their values, attitudes, and self-views. More 

specifically, they examined the prototypical characteristics of the rap and pop music fan 

and found that participants’ music preferences were related, in part, to the degree to 

which their self-views correlated with the characteristics of the prototypical music fan 

with the same music preferences. This relationship, however, was moderated by 

participants’ self-esteem, such that people with higher self-esteem perceived more 

similarity between themselves and the prototype than did people with low self-esteem. 

Similar findings in different populations, age groups, and cultures provide additional 

support for the notion that people’s self-views and self-esteem influence music 

preferences (North, Hargreaves & O’Neill, 2000; Tarrant, North, & Hargreaves, 2000). 

Summary of Past Research 

Although the results from these studies provide intriguing pieces of information 

about the relationship between music preferences and personality, taken together, they 
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offer an incomplete picture. For instance, most of the studies examined only a limited 

selection of music genres:  Cattell and Saunders (1954) examined preferences for 

classical and jazz music, Gowensmith and Bloom (1997) examined preferences for heavy 

metal and country music, and North and Hargreaves (1999) examined preferences for pop 

and rap music. Moreover, most of the studies examined only a few personality 

dimensions: Little and Zuckerman (1986) examined sensation seeking, McCown et al. 

(1997) examined Extraversion and Psychoticism, and McNamara and Ballard (1999) 

examined antisocial personality. Thus, it remains unclear as to precisely how preferences 

for other common music genres relate to personality. In my previous work on this topic, I 

built on the provocative findings provided by this important early work with a series of 

studies. 

Preparatory Work on Music Preferences and Personality.  

Given the paucity of research on music preferences, in my previous work (e.g., 

Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003), I have provided a more thorough examination of the 

personological factors linking people to their music of choice by using a systematic 

selection of music genres and personality traits. Before examining the links between 

personality and music preferences, I tried to determine the best way to assess music 

preferences. Should music genres be treated separately, or can they be reduced into 

broader dimensions? Thus, the first task in that work was to map the topography of the 

music-preferences landscape.  

Using exploratory (N=1,704) and confirmatory (N=1,383) factor analyses of self-

reported music preferences, I identified four basic music-preference dimensions 
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(Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003). Although the results from a Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

(CFA) provided support for the cross-sample generalizability of the music-preference 

dimensions (Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003), two potential limitations undermined the 

generalizability of the model. First, music preferences were derived from self-reports. 

Relying exclusively on self-reports of music preferences assumes that people are able to 

accurately report on their preferences and fails to control for the potential biases 

produced by impression-management motivations. Second, the fact that all of the 

participants were attending a public University in central Texas, a hotbed of country 

music, raised concerns about the generalizability of the results to other geographic 

regions. Would a similar music factor structure be obtained among native New Yorkers? 

To address these two limitations I examined music preferences using a methodology that 

was not dependent on self-reports and did not over-sample from a particular geographic 

region. Specifically, I examined the contents of 500 on-line music libraries (10 from each 

US state). CFAs of these behaviorally revealed preferences replicated the 4-factor 

structure obtained in the two previous studies (Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003).  

The four dimensions identified can be characterized in terms of the perceptual 

characteristics of the music defining each dimension. For example, the first dimension, 

Reflective & Complex (comprised of classical, jazz, folk, and blues music) tends to 

emphasize positive and negative emotions and the compositions are often perceived as 

complex. The second dimension, Intense & Rebellious (rock, alternative, and heavy metal 

music), emphasizes negative emotions, with themes of disobedience. The third 

dimension, Upbeat & Conventional (pop, country, soundtracks, and religious music), 
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emphasizes positive emotions and contains music that is less complex than other genres. 

The fourth dimension, Energetic & Rhythmic (hip-hop, rap, soul, and electronic music), 

emphasizes energy and often involves themes of self-gratification. These factors are 

reliable and generalize across independent samples and methods of assessment.  

In addition, the four music-preference dimensions are associated with distinct 

patterns of demographic variables, personality variables, political attitudes, and cognitive 

abilities. For example, preference for the Reflective & Complex dimension is positively 

related to Openness to New Experiences, political liberalism, verbal ability, and 

negatively related to self-reported athletic ability; preference for the Intense & Rebellious 

dimension is positively related to Openness to New Experiences, athletic ability, and 

verbal ability; preference for the Upbeat & Conventional dimension is positively related 

to Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, political conservatism, physical 

attractiveness, and negatively related to Openness to New Experiences, and verbal 

ability; and preference for the Energetic & Rhythmic dimension is positively related to 

Extraversion, Agreeableness, Blirtatiousness, and political liberalism.  

Summary of preparatory work. Using multiple samples, methods, and geographic 

regions, three independent studies converged to reveal four dimensions of music-

preferences. These findings are important because they are the first to suggest that there 

is a clear, robust, and meaningful structure underlying music preferences. Additionally, 

the results provide valuable information about the perceptual characteristics of music that 

differentiate the music-preference dimensions: The dimensions can be distinguished by 

their perceived levels of complexity, emotional valence, and energy level.  
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Although early work on music preferences suggested links between certain music 

genres and certain personality characteristics, the picture they provided was not complete. 

Using a broad and systematic selection of music genres and personality dimensions, the 

results from this work cast more light on the variables that link individuals to their music 

of choice. Indeed, across two samples of college students, relationships between music 

preferences and several personality dimensions, self-views, and cognitive abilities were 

identified. These data, therefore, support and expand the findings provided by previous 

research on music preferences.  

Summary of Research on the Expression of Personality Through Music 

The research outlined above makes two important points. The first is that there is 

a structure underlying music preferences. The second is that music preferences are related 

to a host of psychological variables, including personality, self-views, and cognitive 

abilities. Thus, the widespread belief that the music that people listen to reflects 

something about who they are is empirically valid. However, it is necessary to point out 

that these findings only tell us about what can be learned on the basis of music 

preferences, they do not tell us what is learned on the basis of such information. Although 

music preferences and personality are linked, it is not clear whether individuals have an 

intuitive grasp of those links. In the next section, I review some of the relevant literature 

on the perception of personality through music, and propose a set of research questions 

intended to inform our understanding of this phenomenon.  
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Perception of Personality Through Music 

Based on simple observation, we know that people solicit information about 

others’ music preferences to learn something about them; witness, for example, the 

numerous online dating services (e.g., match.com, matchmaker.com) that ask users to list 

their favorite styles of music, or the common cocktail-party challenge to list one’s all-

time top-10 records. The prevalence of such phenomena suggests that the music that 

people listen to may reveal something about who they are. To illustrate, consider the 

following top-10 lists gathered in my research: 

 

Participant 4326’s Top 10 Songs Participant 2744’s Top 10 Songs 

1. Britney Spears—“Oops! I Did it Again” 1. Miles Davis—“Kind of Blue” 

2. Britney Spears—“I’m a slave 4 U” 2. John Coltrane—“Giant Steps” 

3. Garth Brooks—“The Dance” 3. Dave Brubeck—“Take Five” 

4. Dave Mathews Band—“Crash” 4. Glenn Gould—“Goldberg Variations” 

5. Dixie Chicks—“Wide Open Spaces” 5. Thelonius Monk—“Straight No Chaser” 

6. Grease Soundtrack—“Summer Lovin” 6. Nick Drake—“Fly” 

7. N’sync—“Bye Bye Bye” 7. Ray Charles—“Ray’s Blues” 

8. Faith Hill—“Breathe” 8. Herbie Hancock—“Maiden Voyage” 

9. Destiny’s Child—“Survivor” 9. Stevie Ray Vaughn—“Texas Flood” 

10. Chris Rice—“Smell the Color 9” 10. Yo Yo Ma—“Six Suites for Cello—Suite 1”
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Based purely on the top-10 lists, what can be inferred about these two people? 

When asked this question, friends and colleagues typically describe two very different 

individuals. Participant 4326 is perceived as uncreative and conventional—perhaps due 

to the preponderance of mainstream popular artists on the list—and gregarious and 

sociable—possibly because all the songs on the list contain vocals and are energetic. In 

contrast, participant 2744 is perceived as refined and erudite—possibly due to the large 

proportion of Classical and Jazz songs on the list—and reserved and introspective—

perhaps because most of the songs on the list are somewhat quiet and instrumental. The 

results from this exercise suggest that individuals can readily and easily form impressions 

of others using only their music preferences. But are those impressions accurate?  

One of the goals of this dissertation is to examine the impressions elicited by 

music preferences, their validity, and the perceptual processes underlying them. The 

primary question guiding this work is: What is learned about individuals from their music 

preferences? By investigating music-based personality judgements, this research aims to 

shed some light on the effects that music preferences have in interpersonal perception.  

Previous research in other domains of interpersonal perception has examined 

impressions of personality on the basis of momentary impressions (Ambady & Rosenthal, 

1992; Blackman & Funder, 1998; Borkenau & Liebler, 1992; Borkenau, Mauer, 

Riemann, Spinath, & Angleitner, in press; Paulhus & Bruce, 1992), photographs (Berry 

& Finch-Wero, 1993; Robins, Gosling, & Donahue, 1997), personal websites (Vazire & 

Gosling, in press), attire (Burroughs, Drews, & Hallman, 1991), and bedrooms and 

offices (Gosling, et al. 2002). The results indicate that observers can form similar 
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impressions of what a target individual is like, even when those impressions are based on 

limited information. In addition, several studies have shown that personality judgments 

based on minimal information can be fairly accurate (e.g., Blackman & Funder, 1998; 

Burroughs, et al., 1991; Gosling, et al. 2002; Kenny, 1994; Paulhus & Bruce, 1992). It 

seems possible, therefore, that observers may also be able to develop similar and valid 

impressions of target individuals’ personalities purely on the basis of their music 

preferences, especially given the prevalence of such information in daily life. 

Music-Based Personality Judgements 

Although only a handful of studies have examined the information that is 

conveyed through music preferences, most of the work indicates that observers can form 

systematic impressions of others on the basis of such information. For instance, in a study 

of the characteristics of potential dating partners, female targets who expressed a 

preference for classical music were perceived as more attractive and sophisticated by 

males than female targets who expressed a preference for heavy metal music, who were 

perceived as rebellious and aggressive (Zillmann & Bhatia, 1989). Research on 

normative beliefs, or stereotypes, associated with fans of various music genres indicated 

that fans of pop music were perceived as physically attractive, conventional, and 

enthusiastic, whereas classical-music fans were perceived as intellectual, traditional, and 

conservative (North & Hargreaves, 1999). These two studies indicate that individuals 

have genre-specific impressions about people who like certain styles of music. However, 

neither one of these studies examined the validity of these beliefs. For example, are pop 
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music fans, in reality, more physically attractive and enthusiastic than classical music 

fans? 

To date, the only research that has examined the accuracy of music-based 

personality judgements was conducted by Burroughs and colleagues (1991). In a study 

designed to examine the impressions elicited by personal possessions, the results 

suggested that independent observers were not only able to develop consensual 

impressions of targets on the basis of their top-10 records, but that some of their 

impressions were accurate. For example, observers formed accurate impressions of 

targets’ levels of enthusiasm, optimism, inhibition, and wastefulness. However, 

Burroughs et al. did not examine any of the perceptual paths underlying observers’ 

impressions. Thus, it is not clear what specific information observers used to form their 

impressions.  

Perceptual Processes Underlying Music-Based Personality Judgements.  

What perceptual paths might underlie music-based personality judgements? One 

potential path might be music attributes. That is, observers might infer the behaviors of 

individuals from specific features of their music preferences. For example, if a target 

individual prefers music with a lot of singing, observers might infer that the person likes 

to sing, or talk, and then infer that the person is extraverted. In addition, if a target 

individual enjoys music that is perceived as complex, observers might infer that the 

person enjoys playing with abstract ideas, or is intellectual, and then infer that the person 

is intelligent. 
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Another perceptual path that may inform music-based personality judgements is 

genre-specific music stereotypes. Indeed, North and Hargreaves (1999) showed that 

individuals have well-defined impressions of the psychological characteristics of people 

who listen to certain styles of music (i.e., chart-pop, indie-pop, and classical). However, 

this is the only research that has explicitly examined music-genre stereotypes, and it only 

examined three genres. To develop a thorough understanding of the potential role music-

genre stereotypes play in interpersonal perception, it is necessary to investigate the 

content and validity of many different stereotypes.  

Thus, there appear to be at least two ways in which observers could form music-

based impressions: through direct cues in the music and genre-based music stereotypes. 

However, the existing research on perceptions of personality through music (and other 

information) only provides limited insight into the validity and relative contribution of 

these proposed processes. 

Summary 

Overall, the scant research on the perception of personality through music 

suggests that: (1) observers can form impressions of others on the basis of their music 

preferences, (2) impressions based on music preferences show some accuracy, and (3) 

individuals have normative beliefs about fans of various music genres. These findings are 

provocative, but even taken together, the information they provide is limited. The studies 

focused on a small number of music genres and only examined impressions on a small 

number of personality traits (Buroughs, et al., 1991, North & Hargreaves, 1999; Zillmann 

& Bhatia, 1989). If we are to understand the role that music preferences play in everyday 
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person perception, it is crucial to examine an array of music genres and personality traits 

that are broad enough to represent the genres and traits that individuals may encounter in 

their daily lives. To develop a basic understanding of this issue, I began by conducting a 

preliminary investigation. 

Preliminary Investigation 

The goal of this investigation was to establish the basic phenomenon underlying 

this research—can individuals identify targets from their music preferences? 

Approximately 6 weeks into the semester, as part of a teaching exercise in a small class 

on personality assessment, 29 students were instructed to list their ten current favorite 

songs and to rank order them with their favorite song listed as number one. One week 

later, students were randomly divided into three groups. One group at a time was asked to 

stand at the front of the classroom and serve as targets as each group members’ top-10 list 

was read aloud by the instructor. The order in which the lists were read out was random. 

Students in the two remaining groups served as judges. Their task was to match the top-

10 lists to the current targets standing at the front of the room. Judges agreed about which 

top-10 list belonged to which target at greater than chance levels. In addition, more 

targets were correctly matched to their top-10s by judges than chance would predict (χ² = 

16.90). How did the judges do it? When asked this question, the most common responses 

were nonverbal reactions by the targets and music stereotypes. Whereas some 

participants reported paying attention to which targets were blushing, looking down, or 

smiling while a top-10 list was being read, others claimed to have matched targets 

according to the stereotypes associated with the styles of music in the top-10 lists. 
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Interestingly, a quick show of hands revealed that the judges who used music stereotypes 

made more correct matches than the judges who relied on nonverbal cues.  

Although this investigation suffers from a number of methodological 

shortcomings, the results highlight some common interpersonal-perception processes. 

The first is consensus. When a top-10 list was read aloud, judges presumably scanned the 

targets at the front of the room and attempted to identify the target to which the top-10 

list belonged. Even when they were not accurate, judges showed non-random patterns of 

judgements, suggesting that they had similar ideas about the kind of person likely to be 

associated with each top-10 list. The second process highlighted is accuracy. Judges were 

able to correctly match targets to their music preferences much more often than would be 

predicted by chance. Apparently, judges were basing their decisions on valid information. 

The third process pertains to the use of stereotypes. Many judges reported basing their 

decisions on the stereotypes associated with the styles of music in the top-10 lists. Taken 

together, the results from this investigation suggest that people are able to develop 

impressions of personality on the basis of music preferences, that those impressions are 

often accurate, and that one way this is achieved is through the use of music stereotypes. 

Given these findings, the next logical step is to more thoroughly examine the information 

elicited from music preferences, the validity of that information, and perceptual processes 

underlying it. 
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Dissertation Overview 

 The purpose of this dissertation is to investigate the role of music preferences in 

interpersonal perception. Specifically, I aim to evaluate the validity of the belief that 

music preferences can serve as a clue to a person’s personal qualities. This belief rests on 

two key assumptions. The first is that music preferences are linked to basic psychological 

characteristics—an assumption that is empirically valid. The second assumption is that 

people have an intuitive grasp of the links between music preferences and personality.  

The links between people and their music preferences and between music 

preferences and observers’ perceptions of them can be conceptualized in terms of 

Brunswik’s (1956) Lens Model. According to Brunswik, elements in the environment can 

serve as a kind of lens through which observers indirectly perceive underlying constructs. 

For example, preference for classical music could provide a lens through which others 

perceive a person’s level of Openness. In Brunswik’s model “cue utilization” refers to the 

link between the observable cue (preference for classical music) and an observer’s judgment 

(of openness). The link between the observable cue (classical music) and the person’s actual 

level of the underlying construct (openness) is referred to as “cue validity.”  If both of these 

links are intact, then observer judgments should converge with the underlying construct 

being observed, and will be manifested in terms of Observer Accuracy. Thus, if preference 

for classical music is related to a person’s level of openness, and observers use preference 

for classical music to infer that person’s openness, they will develop an accurate impression 

of the person’s openness. 
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Using Brunswick’s (1956) Lens Model as a conceptual framework, I address three 

questions of interpersonal perception. The first question pertains to the issue of 

consensus. Specifically, do people develop similar impressions on the basis of music 

preferences? If people can make impressions on the basis of such information, then the 

next question pertains to the validity of those impressions. That is, are impressions based 

on music preferences accurate? If people can develop accurate impressions, then how do 

they do it? One possibility is that people use information in the music (i.e., cue-

utilization) that is valid (i.e., cue-validity) to develop their impressions. A second 

possibility is that people might use valid stereotypes about particular music fans to 

develop their impressions.  

Research Questions 

 As depicted in the flowchart and articulated below, this dissertation addresses five 

basic research questions. Each question is contingent on the preceding one and was 

investigated in chronological order.  
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Flowchart of Research Questions. 

Question 1: Do people develop similar impressions of a person’s personality, purely on the basis of his or her music 
preferences?                                   

If so, then… 

Question 2: Are impressions based on music preferences accurate? [Study 1] 

If so, how… 

Or, Question 3: Do people use information in the music      
that is valid?        

Question 4: Do people use music 

Question 4a: Are there music stereotypes?  [Study 2] 

If so, then… 

Question 4b: Are the stereotypes accurate?  [Study 3] 

If so, then… 

Question 4c: Do the stereotypes generalize? [Study 4] 

If both 3 and 4, then… 

Question 5: How does each source of information affect accuracy?  [Study 1]  

Question 1: Do observers agree about a person’s personality purely on the basis of 

his or her music preferences? Given that music and personality are linked, and that people 

believe that they are linked, I expect observers to agree about the personality 

characteristics of targets. The primary reason to expect this is because all observers of 

targets’ music preferences are exposed to the same information. The amount of 

information overlap among observers is one of the parameters hypothesized in Kenny’s 

Weighted Average Model (WAM; 1994) to influence inter-observer consensus, with 

greater overlap leading to greater consensus.  

The links between music preferences and certain personality traits are not 

necessarily obvious. For example, it is not readily apparent how knowledge of a target 

person’s music preferences would be related to his or her level of Conscientiousness. 

Therefore, I expect consensus to vary across the traits judged. However, I expect music 

preferences to hold many cues to a target’s creativity (e.g., from preference for clever 
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music), sociability (e.g., from preference for music with a lot of singing), and 

emotionality (e.g., from preference for happy or depressing music). Therefore, I expect 

high levels of consensus among observers for Openness, Extraversion, and Emotional 

Stability.  

Question 2: Are impressions based on music preferences accurate? If observers 

are able to develop impressions of targets on the basis of their music preferences, are 

those impressions accurate? As mentioned earlier, there is abundant evidence suggesting 

that observers can develop fairly accurate impressions of a target person’s personality 

using minimal information (e.g., Burroughs, et al., 1991; Gosling, et al., 2002; Vazire & 

Gosling, 2003). The results from this research indicate that observer accuracy is not equally 

strong for all traits judged. In terms of the Big Five personality dimensions, accuracy is 

generally highest for Extraversion and Conscientiousness and lowest for Openness and 

Agreeableness (Borkenau & Liebler, 1992; Funder & Dobroth, 1987; Kenny, 1994; 

Paulhus & Bruce, 1992).  

The information available in music preferences differs from the information 

available in physical and virtual environments and brief interactions, therefore, I do not 

expect my findings to mirror the exact pattern found in previous zero-acquaintance 

research. However, I do expect variation in the levels of accuracy across the traits judged.  

Question 3: Which musical attributes do observers use to make their impressions 

and which cues are valid? What perceptual processes might explain why observers 

unacquainted with targets show consensus and accuracy in their impressions? One reason 

why observers might agree comes from Kenny’s (1994) WAM. According to WAM, one 
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way in which consensus can be achieved is when observers share “similar meaning 

systems,” or agree on the meaning of information (Kenny, 1994). For example, do 

observers agree that upbeat and vocal music indicates that a target person is energetic and 

enjoys going to parties? If so, then observer consensus should be high (Hayes & 

Dunning, 1997). Funder’s (1999) Realistic Accuracy Model (RAM) offers one 

explanation why observers might achieve accuracy. According to RAM, accurate 

judgments should result when observers base their judgments on information that is 

actually related to the criterion. If underlying dispositions are actually related to music 

attributes, then this evidence provides “good information”.  

The WAM concept of “meaning systems” and the RAM concept of “good 

information” can be brought together by interpreting the concepts as the two halves of 

Brunswik’s (1956) Lens Model. Recall that “cue utilization” refers to the relation 

between judgments and observable information and “cue validity” refers to the relation 

between the criterion and observable information. Thus, “cue utilization” is similar to the 

WAM parameter of “meaning systems,” and “cue validity” is similar to the RAM 

parameter of “good information.”  Thus, I expect that observers will develop accurate 

impressions when they use good cues and disregard bad ones.  

 Question 4: Do people use music stereotypes to develop impressions? In addition 

to cue-utilization and cue-validity, another way in which observers might achieve 

consensus and accuracy is through using stereotypes. According to WAM (Kenny, 1994), 

consensus among observers increases when they hold similar stereotypes and use them in 

their judgments. Before investigating the potential affect that stereotypes about music 
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fans have on personality judgements, it is necessary to determine whether there are 

stereotypes about people who like certain styles of music.  

Question 4a: Are there stereotypes associated with prototypical music fans? 

Although there is a paucity of work that has focused on the impressions elicited by music 

preferences, the scant research that has been done suggests that observers do have 

stereotypes about the characteristics of certain music fans. For instance, people who 

prefer classical music are perceived as more attractive and sophisticated than people who 

prefer heavy metal music, who are perceived as rebellious and aggressive (Zillmann & 

Bhatia, 1989). Popular music fans are perceived as physically attractive, conventional, 

and enthusiastic, whereas classical music fans are perceived as intellectual, traditional, 

and conservative (North & Hargreaves, 1999). There do appear to be music stereotypes, 

thus determining their role in interpersonal perception requires an examination of their 

validity.  

Question 4b: Are the music stereotypes accurate? Examining the validity of the 

music stereotypes is important because if the stereotypes are valid and used, then accuracy 

will be promoted (Kenny, 1994). For example, the stereotype of classical music fans might 

be that classical fans are higher in Openness but lower in Extraversion than people who 

are not classical music fans. However, it might be that only the Openness part of this 

stereotype is accurate. Therefore, when the classical music stereotype is activated (e.g., 

by the presence of classical music in a person’s music collection), the accuracy of 

judgments about a classical music fan’s Openness will be improved but the accuracy of 

the fan’s Extraversion will be diminished (because observers will consistently under-
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estimate the person’s Extraversion). Thus, if there are valid stereotypes associated with 

various music listeners and they are used by observers, I expect accuracy to be high.  

 Question 4c: Do the music stereotypes generalize across age groups? If there are 

valid music stereotypes, it is necessary to examine their parameters. That is, do the music 

stereotypes apply to everyone who likes a particular style of music, or only circumscribed 

groups? For example, if the stereotype about rap music fans is that they are aggressive, 

and the rap music stereotype is found to be valid among college students, it may not 

necessarily be valid among a sample of older adults. Research by LeBlanc and colleagues 

(LeBlanc, Jin, Stamou, & McCrary, 1999) show that age plays a critical role in music 

preferences, therefore, I expect that some of the music stereotypes will be at least as valid 

among older adults as college students. However, I also expect variation in the levels of 

accuracy across the genre stereotypes. 

Question 5: How do music attributes and stereotypes differentially affect 

impressions? To the extent that observers use music attributes and music stereotypes to 

form impressions of others and there are music attributes and stereotypes that are valid, it 

is necessary to examine the unique contribution that each source of information has on 

observers’ impressions. Moreover, the type of information that observers use (music 

attributes or music stereotypes) might vary in the degree to which it provides valid 

information about a particular personality trait. For example, observers might rely more 

on music attributes (tempo, amount of singing) than music stereotypes (Country fan) 

when developing an impression of a target on a specific trait (Extraversion). However, it 

might be that the music attributes provide less valid information on that trait than a 
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particular music stereotype, thereby suggesting that use of the stereotype would actually 

promote accuracy. Although I have no specific predictions about how music attributes 

and stereotypes contribute to observers’ impressions, or how the two sources of 

information vary in their diagnosticity of certain traits, I do expect the two sources of 

information to differentially contribute to observers’ impressions.  

Overview of Studies 

To examine the five basic questions, I used data from four independent studies. 

Using Brunswick’s (1956) lens model as a conceptual framework, Study 1 was designed 

to examine questions 1 (consensus), 2 (accuracy), and 3 (cue-utilization and validity). 

Study 2 addresses question 4a (existence of stereotypes) by examining the stereotypes 

associated with a variety of different music fans. Both Studies 3 and 4 addresses question 

4b (stereotype validity), and Study 4 also addresses question 4c (stereotype 

generalizability). Question 5 (cue-use vs. stereotype use) was examined using data from 

Study 1. Together, these data provide a rich source of information about music-based 

personality judgements and the perceptual processes underlying them. 
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Study 1: How do Music Preferences Influence Perceptions of Personality? 

 This study examines the extent to which observers are able to develop 

impressions of people’s personalities solely on the basis of their music preferences. 

Specifically, I address three of the five research questions outlined above: Do observers 

agree about a person’s personality purely on the basis of his or her music preferences? Are 

impressions based on music preferences accurate? And, what information do observers 

use to develop their impressions and is that information valid? 

Method 

As implied above, the typical Lens Model procedure is comprised of three sources 

of data. One source is derived from a group of targets, who typically provide some sort of 

criterion (e.g., self-ratings of their own personalities). The targets also provide 

information about, or access to, their preferences or possessions (e.g., record collection), 

which, when coded by coders, comprise the second source of information and represent 

the Brunswikian “Lens.” The third source of information is obtained from a group of 

observers, who make judgements about targets’ personalities on the basis of the 

preference information.  

Targets. The sample was made up of 74 University of Texas at Austin 

undergraduates who volunteered in exchange for partial fulfillment of an introductory 

psychology course requirement. The sample was comprised of 30 (40.5%) women and 44 

(59.5%) men, 7 participants (9.5%) were Asian, 5 (6.8%) were Hispanic, 49 (66.2%) 

were White, and 13 (17.5%) were of other ethnicities. The average age of participants 

was 18.9 (SD = 2.3) years.  
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Procedure. To develop an ecologically valid depiction of music preferences, it is 

crucial to examine the impressions that are elicited by the types of music preferences 

individuals encounter in their daily interactions. The goal of this study was to determine 

whether observers could form consensual and accurate impressions of target individuals’ 

personalities solely on the basis of the kind of complex music-preference information 

they may encounter in their daily interactions. Although individuals express their music 

preferences in many different ways, one common form of expression is the “Top-10” list. 

In addition to conversations at parties, individuals’ lists of favorite songs can often be 

found on personal web-pages and online dating profiles. Thus, lists of this sort are an 

appealing source of research stimuli because they represent combinations of music 

preferences, are a fairly familiar way to express music preferences, and can be generated 

by real target individuals. 

Data on targets’ personalities and music preferences were collected in a two-part 

collection procedure, separated by one week. Upon arrival, participants were introduced 

to a study on personality and recreational preferences. Participants were then given a 

packet of questionnaires containing several measures of personality (see below). 

Participants’ top-10 favorite songs were collected in a two-part procedure. In the first 

data-collection session, participants were instructed to generate a preliminary list of their 

top-10 favorite songs. The rationale for having participants complete a preliminary top-10 

list was developed in pilot testing, where I discovered that creating a top-10 list without 

warning was a difficult task, and favorite songs were often remembered hours and even 

days after the exercise had ended. Therefore, to increase the likelihood that targets 
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created lists truly representative of their top-10s, they were instructed to return one week 

after the first session to finalize their top-10 lists. For their final top-10 lists, targets 

provided the title of the song, the band’s or artist’s name, and the music genre of the 

song.  

The songs on each target’s top-10 list were then compiled onto audio compact 

discs, resulting in 74 CDs, with each CD representing a target’s top-10 list. 

Unfortunately, I did not specify clearly enough that targets should list a song rather than a 

whole album, and consequently, some participants listed albums instead of songs. In 

cases where targets listed an album title with no specific song, I selected two songs that 

seemed to be representative of the album’s style. The songs were compiled onto the CD 

in the order in which they appeared on targets’ lists, with the number one song as the first 

track on the CD. The CDs served as stimuli sets for the observer ratings. 

Coding the songs. Two types of information were collected on the targets’ music 

preferences: information about the genre of each song (e.g., Rock) and about the specific 

features of each song (e.g., tempo). Information about the genre of each song was 

obtained from the targets. Information about the specific features was obtained using 

three coders. To minimize order effects, I counterbalanced the order in which targets’ 

CDs were coded. All coders rated every song on every target’s CD. For each CD, coders 

independently coded the songs in terms of 25 music attributes that had been generated 

and used in previous research on the musical features (Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003). The 

25 music attribute items, selected using extensive item-generation and selection 

procedures (for details see Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003, Study 5) were acoustic, angry, 

29 



 

bitter, boastful, clever, dreamy, electric, emotional, energetic, enthusiastic, fast, frank, 

happy, loud, optimistic, pleasant, reflective, relaxed, rhythmic, romantic, sad, simple, 

amount of singing, slow, and uplifting. The codings were reasonably reliable, with a 

mean coefficient alpha of .68 across the 25 attributes.  

Observer ratings. Eight observers listened to each target’s top-10 CD and 

independently rated each target on several personality measures. To reduce possible order 

effects, the observers listened to the CDs in different, random orders. I wanted to learn 

about everyday impressions made by ordinary people, so observers were given no 

instructions regarding what information they should use to make their ratings. The 

observers had no contact with the participants and made their judgments independently 

after listening to the CDs, using whatever information they thought was relevant.  

Instruments. Observer and self-reports of personality were based on the Big Five 

personality dimensions (Goldberg, 1990; McCrae & Costa, 1999). Self-ratings on the Big 

Five Inventory (BFI, John & Srivastava, 1999) were made using a 5-point Likert scale 

ranging from 1 (Disagree strongly) to 5 (Agree strongly). Alpha reliabilities for 

Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Emotional Stability, and Openness to 

Experience were .86, .76, .76, .85, and .84, respectively. Observer-ratings on the BFI 

were made using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Disagree strongly) to 7 (Agree 

strongly). Alpha reliabilities for Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, 

Emotional Stability, and Openness to Experience were .80, .84, .81, .48, and .78, 

respectively, averaged across the eight observers.  
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I also collected observer and self-reports of values using Rokeach’s Values 

Survey (RVS; Rokeach, 1973). In the present study, targets’ self-reported values were 

assessed using the RVS in its original format. Targets rank ordered each value in terms of 

its personal importance to them. However, because observers were rating 74 targets, I 

was concerned about observer fatigue. Therefore observer ratings of target values were 

made on the same 18 values as in Studies 1 and 2. Additionally, because rank ordering 

targets’ values is an arduous task, observers instead used a rating procedure. Observers 

were presented with the sentence string “I see this person as someone who values…”, 

then rated targets on each of the 18 values using a 7-point Likert rating scale with 

endpoints at 1 (Extremely unimportant) and 7 (Extremely important).  

To determine whether music preferences elicit information about people’s 

emotional states, observer and self-reports of self-esteem, positive affect, and negative 

affect were collected. Self-esteem was measured using the single-item self-esteem 

measure (SISE; Robins, Hendin, & Trzesniewski, 2001). In the present sample, self-

ratings on the SISE were made using a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (Disagree 

strongly) to 5 (Agree strongly) and observer ratings were based on a 7-point Likert scale 

ranging from 1 (Disagree strongly) to 7 (Agree strongly). Self-reports of positive and 

negative affect were obtained using the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; 

Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). The PANAS consists of 10 positive and 10 negative 

adjectives and participants were asked to indicate the degree to which each adjective 

reflected their feelings during the past week. Responses were made using a 5-point rating 

scale ranging from 1 (Very slightly or not at all) to 5 (Very much). Alpha reliabilities for 
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positive, and negative affect were .85, and .79, respectively, in the self-reports. Again, to 

reduce observer fatigue, observer ratings of targets’ positive and negative affect were 

based on a subset of 9 of the 20 PANAS adjectives. Specifically, observers rated each 

target on 4 adjectives from the positive affect subscale and 5 from the negative affect 

subscale using a 7-point rating scale ranging from 1 (Disagree strongly) to 7 (Agree 

strongly). Alpha reliabilities for positive, and negative affect were .44, and .63, 

respectively, across observer ratings.  

Results and Discussion 

 Question 1: Consensus. To address this issue, I computed an index of 

interobserver consensus by taking the mean of all 28 possible pairwise correlations 

among the eight observers. The mean of the 28 pairwise correlations was positive and 

significant across the Big Five dimensions and values, but not the affect related 

constructs (mean r across all categories = .24). As shown in the first data column of Table 

1, the mean pairwise consensus correlations varied substantially across traits, values, and 

affect. Of the Big Five dimensions, Agreeableness showed the strongest consensus, 

followed by Openness, Extraversion, and Conscientiousness. However, there was very 

little interobserver consensus found for Emotional Stability. Among the 18 values taken 

from the RVS, there was a range of consensus. Interobserver consensus was highest for 

social recognition, forgiveness, and wisdom and lowest for self-respect, ambition, and 

courage. Consensus was quite low for all the affect-related variables.  

These findings indicate that observers are able to develop consensual impressions 

of target individuals on the basis of configurations of music preferences. Judges agreed 
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more about targets’ standing on the Big Five personality dimensions than they did about 

targets’ values. It is also worth noting that there was very little observer consensus for 

self-esteem, positive affect, and negative affect. Together with the low consensus for 

Emotional Stability, these affect findings suggest that individuals have very different 

perceptions about the emotionality of people who listen to certain styles of music. 

Overall, these findings are consistent with previous zero-acquaintance research indicating 

that observers are able to develop similar impressions of others using very minimal 

pieces of information.  

 Question 2: Accuracy. Accuracy was assessed by correlating the aggregated 

observer ratings with targets’ self-ratings. The aggregate of observer ratings is 

independent of the idiosyncrasies of any single observer and thus provides the most 

reliable measure of how much strangers learn about a person by listening to the target’s 

favorite music (Block, 1961). As shown in the second data column of Table 1, the 

accuracy correlations were positive across the personality dimensions, values, and affect 

(mean r = .16).  

The degree of accuracy also varied across traits, values, and affect. Among the 

Big Five dimensions, accuracy was highest for Openness, followed by Extraversion, 

Emotional Stability, and Agreeableness. Judgments of Conscientiousness were not 

accurate. The range of accuracy correlations for values was much broader. Accuracy was 

highest for imagination, a world of beauty, social recognition, and true friendship, and 

lowest for ambition, self-respect, wisdom, and national security. Among the affect-related 
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variables, accuracy was highest for positive affect, followed by self-esteem, but no 

accuracy was achieved for judgements of negative affect.  

Overall, these findings converge nicely with previous zero-acquaintance research 

by indicating that individuals are able to develop accurate impressions of target 

individuals on the basis of music preferences. Furthermore, the variation in accuracy 

suggests that certain personal characteristics (e.g., Openness) are easier to judge through 

music preferences than are other characteristics (e.g. negative affect). Compared to past 

zero-acquaintance research, these findings are important because they suggest that music 

preferences provide observers with information that is different from other domains. For 

example, in terms of the Big Five personality dimensions, impressions formed on the 

basis of individuals’ offices are most accurate for Openness and Conscientiousness, and 

least accurate for Agreeableness (Gosling, et al., 2002), which contrasts with the present 

research which found significant accuracy for Openness and Agreeableness, but not 

Conscientiousness. Apparently, the spaces in which individuals work contain more clues 

to their Conscientiousness than do their music preferences. The findings from this study 

are also important because they are among the first to show that individuals can 

accurately infer target individuals’ values. 

Question 3: Cues. Did specific music attributes and music genres contribute to 

observers’ impressions? That is, were observers’ impressions of targets related to the 

specific features of targets’ music preferences (e.g., tempo), or were they related to the 

genres of the songs in targets’ top-10 lists (e.g., country)? Drawing on the logic of 

Brunswik’s (1956) lens model, I conducted a series of analyses to test (1) the extent to 
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which observers’ judgements were associated with music attribute information and music 

genre information, and (2) the extent to which music attributes and genres were related to 

what the targets were really like.  

Recall that cue-utilization correlations provide information about which cues may 

have acted as Brunswikian lenses through which the observers perceived characteristics 

of targets. I examined two classes of cues: attributes of the music, which may have 

provided direct evidence to observers about what roles music plays in the targets’ lives, 

and genre information, which could reflect music-related stereotypes the observers could 

use. To examine which cues may have been used by observers I computed correlations 

among the aggregated observers’ ratings for each trait and (1) the 25 music attributes 

averaged across the songs on targets’ lists, and (2) the music genres included in the 

targets’ top-10 lists. The results from these analyses suggested that observers’ judgements 

of targets were associated with a number of the music attributes and genres. As can be 

seen in Table 2, observers’ ratings of targets’ Extraversion was positively related to such 

music attributes as energy (.42), enthusiasm (.48), singing (.38), and loudness (.33) of the 

songs, and (as shown in Table 3) the genres hip-hop (.33), country (.23), and pop (.22). 

Which, if any, of these cues were valid indicators of what the targets were like?  

To examine which cues were valid, I conducted analyses identical to the cue-

utilization analyses but substituted targets’ self-ratings for observers’ ratings. A number 

of both types of cues were valid indicators of what the targets were like. For instance, as 

shown in Tables 2 and 3, the top-10 lists of extraverted targets contained songs with a lot 

of energy (.12), enthusiasm (.18), singing (.29), country (.32), and hip-hop songs (.13), 
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and very few sad (-.29) or classical songs (-.21). These findings suggest that, at least for 

Extraversion, observers may have relied on both valid attribute and music-genre 

information to form their impressions. 

To test more formally the extent to which observers’ cue-utilization patterns 

matched the patterns of cue-validity correlations, I computed intercorrelations among the 

column vectors for each trait (see Funder & Sneed, 1993). Specifically, I first 

transformed the cue-utilization and cue-validity correlations using Fisher’s r-to-z 

formula. I next calculated the absolute value of each correlation to eliminate any artificial 

inflation of variance produced by the arbitrary direction in which variables were keyed. 

Then, for each trait, I correlated these transformed correlations across the cues. The 

vector correlations thus obtained (shown in the last two data columns of Table 1) are 

useful because they permit one to gauge the overall congruence between the cue-

utilization and cue-validity patterns. The column vector correlations in Table 1 suggest 

several general and specific conclusions. In general, the mean column-vector correlations 

reveal very little congruence among the cue-utilization and cue-validity correlations, 

suggesting that neither the music attributes nor the music genre information contributed 

much information to observers’ impressions. 

However, close inspection of the column-vector correlations for each trait 

suggests that observers did tend to use valid attribute and genre information when 

forming their impressions of certain traits and values. Specifically, for the accurately 

judged traits, the vector correlations were substantial in size, indicating that accuracy was 

probably mediated through these cues. Indeed, the two most accurately judged Big Five 
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traits, Openness and Extraversion, were characterized by significant vector correlations. 

Similarly, the least accurately judged trait, Conscientiousness, was characterized by 

negative vector correlations. Imagination was the most accurately judged value and also 

had relatively large vector correlations for music attributes and genres. Observers’ 

judgements of the extent to which targets valued “a world of beauty,” the value with the 

second most accuracy, was more closely associated with the music attributes than the 

music genres. Among the affect-related variables, observers developed the most accurate 

impressions of targets’ positive affect, which was characterized by a substantial vector 

correlation with music attributes but not music genres.  

The vector correlations in Table 1 also suggest that observers differentially relied 

on valid music attribute and genre information to form accurate impressions of targets. 

For instance, among the Big Five dimensions, observers’ accurate impressions of 

Extraversion appeared to be mediated through the use of music attributes (.24) rather than 

the use of genre information (-.05); observers’ accurate impressions of Emotional 

Stability appeared to be mediated through the use of genre information (.23) rather than 

the music attributes (-.59); and observers’ accurate impressions of targets’ Openness 

appeared to be mediated through both music attribute cues (.78) and genre information 

(.37). Similarly, for values, accurate impressions of salvation appeared to be mediated 

through genre information (.34) rather than music attributes (-.22); impressions of a 

world of beauty were mediated through music attributes (.23) rather than genre 

information (-.24); and imagination appeared to be mediated through both music 

attributes (.47) and genre information (.70). Among the affect-related variables, observers 
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accurate impressions of targets’ positive affect appeared to be mediated through valid 

music attributes (.32) rather than genre information (.01).  

Summary. In this study, I set out to answer three basic questions. The first 

question concerned whether observers agreed in their ratings of target individuals based 

on targets’ top-10 songs. Observers generally agreed, but that agreement varied across 

constructs. Consensus was highest for Agreeableness, Openness, and Extraversion, social 

recognition, forgiveness, and wisdom, and lowest for Emotional Stability, ambition, 

courage, and all of the affect-related variables. The second question asked whether 

observer ratings were accurate. Again, the ratings were generally accurate but varied 

across constructs, with Openness, Extraversion, and Emotional Stability, imagination, a 

world of beauty, and positive affect showing the strongest accuracy, and 

Conscientiousness, self-respect, ambition, and negative affect showing no accuracy. The 

third question concerned the information that observers used to develop their 

impressions, and the validity of that information. With regard to cue-use and validity, I 

identified a wide range of cues relating to observer ratings and a number of cues relating 

to what the targets were really like on those constructs.  

These findings also highlight two of the perceptual paths underlying music-based 

personality judgements. Observers’ impressions of targets’ characteristics were related to 

specific information contained in their music preferences (e.g., the amount of singing, the 

perceived emotional valence of the music) and the types of genres in their top-10 lists. 

Although the links between music attributes and observers’ impressions tend to be direct 

and somewhat intuitive (e.g., people who like music that is enthusiastic or contains a lot 
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of singing are thought to be extraverted), the links between genre information and 

observers’ impressions is less clear (e.g., people who like hip-hop or country music are 

thought to be extraverted). One way of thinking about how music genre information 

informs observers’ impressions is by considering it as analogous to music stereotypes. 

For example, if observers hold a stereotype about classical music fans and a target’s top-

10 list contains predominantly classical songs, that observer might base his or her 

impression of that target on the stereotype about classical music fans. Thus, to understand 

how music genre information affects music-based personality judgements, it is necessary 

to determine whether there are in fact stereotypes associated with the fans of various 

music genres, what the content of those stereotypes are, and whether they are accurate.  
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Study 2: Are There Stereotypes Associated With Prototypical Music Fans? 

The aim of this study was to examine agreement about the content and uniqueness 

of stereotypes associated with the fans of various music genres. To this end, I examined 

whether individuals associate different personalities with the fans of 14 different music 

genres. Therefore, I examined the stereotypes about music fans’ personalities, personal 

qualities, and values. Additionally, since it is fairly common for certain musicians and 

bands to advocate the use of intoxicating substances (e.g., marijuana, LSD) in their 

music, I examined the stereotypes about the drug and alcohol preferences of the various 

music fans.  

Method 

Participants. The sample was comprised of 206 University of Texas at Austin 

undergraduates who volunteered in exchange for partial fulfillment of an introductory 

psychology course requirement. In the sample, there were 120 (58.3%) women and 86 

(41.7%) men, 40 (19.4%) were Asian, 2 (1.0%) were African American, 19 (9.2%) were 

Hispanic, 124 (60.2%) were White, and 21 (10.2%) were of other ethnicities. The average 

age of participants was 18.9 (SD = 1.3) years.  

Selection of genres. The selection of music genres was based on my previous 

research, which indicated that music genres are the optimal level at which to study music 

preferences (Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003). In that research, I presented a group of 

participants with 14 broad music genres and 66 sub-genres, and asked them to indicate 

their preference for the music categories and to skip any category with which they were 

not familiar. My analyses indicated that very few participants (7%) were familiar with all 
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of the specific sub-genres, but nearly all of them (97%) were familiar with the broader 

music genres. Thus, in that research and in the present study, I examined the following 

music genres: alternative, blues, classical, country, electronic, folk, heavy metal, jazz, 

pop, rap, religious, rock, soul, and soundtracks. Findings from my previous research 

indicate that these music genres account for 89% of individuals’ music collections. 

Procedure. Participants were run in groups of 5 to 30 people in large classrooms. 

Upon arrival, they were introduced to a study on the beliefs associated with various 

music fans. Participants were randomly assigned to rate the prototypical music fan of 1 of 

the 14 music categories. Ratings were made on personality descriptors, values, and 

alcohol and drug preferences. To eliminate possible contrast effects each participant rated 

the prototypical music fan of only one genre. Due to scheduling difficulties, the number 

of raters for each group differed in size with, 15 judges for each style of music except 

blues, rock, and soundtracks, which had 9, 14, and 10 judges respectively.  

Instruments. Judges rated the music prototype to which they were assigned on 

each of the Big Five personality dimensions, and a list of descriptive adjectives, values, 

and drug and alcohol preferences. Each of the items were preceded by a sentence of the 

following form: “The average X music listener tends to be…”, where X was the music 

genre assigned to the participant.  

Ratings on the Big Five were made with the Five-Item Personality Inventory 

(FIPI; Gosling, Rentfrow, & Swann, 2003). The FIPI consists of 5 items that correspond 

to each of the Big Five personality dimensions. Each item is defined by two central 

descriptors (e.g., Extraverted, enthusiastic) and further elaborated by six adjectives 
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reflecting positive and negative poles of the dimension (e.g., sociable, assertive, talkative, 

active, NOT reserved or shy). Items were rated on a 7-point rating scale ranging from 1 

(Extremely uncharacteristic) to 7 (Extremely characteristic).  

Ratings of the personal qualities were made on the following items: artistic, 

athletic, intelligent, physically attractive, politically conservative, politically liberal, and 

religious. Fans of each genre were rated on a 7-point rating scale ranging from 1 

(Extremely uncharacteristic) to 7 (Extremely characteristic).  

As in Study 1, values were assessed using Rokeach’s Values Survey (RVS; 

Rokeach, 1973). The RVS is a 36-item questionnaire designed to assess two value 

orientations: terminal values, which refer to idealized modes of living, and instrumental 

values, which refer to idealized behavioral characteristics (Rokeach, 1973). Each value 

orientation is assessed with 18 items in which respondents rank order each value in terms 

of its personal importance. However, to reduce the burden on participants in the present 

study, value ratings were made on a subset of 12 of the terminal values and 6 of the 

instrumental values. These value items were consensually selected by two judges who 

made their selection with the goal of fairly representing each of the value domains. Value 

ratings were made for: a comfortable life, a world at peace, a world of beauty, ambition, 

an exciting life, courage, family security, forgiveness, imagination, inner harmony, 

intellect, love, national security, salvation, self-respect, social recognition, true 

friendship, and wisdom. Prototypical fans of each genre were rated on a 7-point rating 

scale ranging from 1 (Extremely unimportant) to 7 (Extremely important). 
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Results and Discussion 

Question 4a: Music Stereotypes. Based on past research suggesting that there are 

stereotypes associated with fans of various music genres, I predicted that judges would 

agree about the content of the music stereotypes. To test this prediction, I calculated 

separate indexes of inter-observer consensus for each construct by taking the mean of all 

possible pairwise correlations among the judges for each music genre. The consensus 

correlations reflect the degree to which two judges agree about the characteristics of a 

typical fan of a music genre. The mean pairwise consensus correlations for each music 

genre on each criterion variable indicated that judges did agree about the content of many 

of the music stereotypes (mean r = .42).  

The mean pairwise correlations are shown in Table 4. For presentational clarity, 

the music genres were divided into four categories: reflective and complex, intense and 

rebellious, upbeat and conventional, and energetic and rhythmic, which correspond to the 

four music-preference dimensions identified in my previous research (Rentfrow & 

Gosling, 2003). The correlations suggest several general and specific conclusions. In 

general, judges agreed more about the content of certain music stereotypes than others. 

For example, as shown in the last data column of Table 4, judges agreed most strongly 

about the content of the religious, classical, and rock music stereotypes (mean rs = .74, 

.59, and .50, respectively) and least about the content of the blues, pop, and sound track 

music stereotypes (mean rs = .27, .24, and .17, respectively). In addition, as shown in the 

last data row in Table 4, judgments about the content of the music stereotypes varied 

across the construct types. For instance, judges agreed most about the drug preferences of 
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the music prototypes (r = .48), followed by personal qualities (.45), personality (.40), and 

values (.21).  

Examination of the mean correlations for each music stereotype within each 

construct type suggests some specific conclusions. The patterns of agreement about the 

content of the music stereotypes varied considerably across the various genre-construct 

combinations. For the folk music prototype, agreement was low for personality but high 

for drug preferences, whereas for the pop music prototype, agreement was high for 

personality but low for drug preferences. Furthermore, as can be seen in Table 4, 

agreement varied within each of the construct types. For example, there was considerable 

agreement about the personality characteristics of all the music prototypes except sound 

tracks.  

Are the music stereotypes genre-specific? Although there is considerable 

agreement about each of the music stereotypes, these mean pairwise correlations provide 

no information about whether the stereotypes differ from genre to genre. Is the 

prototypical country music fan, for example, seen differently than the prototypical heavy 

metal music fan? It could be that the judges perceived all of the music prototypes as 

alike. If so, the average correlations between two judges of the country music prototype 

should be no stronger than the correlations between the judges of the country music 

prototype and judges of the heavy metal music prototype.  

To test this, for each construct type I first estimated the chance correlations that 

would be obtained from randomly pairing 15 judges irrespective of which music genre 

they were judging. This provided average cross-genre correlations for each of the 
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construct types (r’s = .07, .04, .07, .14, for personality, personal qualities, values, and 

drug preferences, respectively). For example, I could have computed the mean correlation 

in the personality ratings among judge 4 of the country music prototype, judge 11 of the 

soul music prototype, judge 8 of the alternative music prototype, etc. Second, to 

determine whether the music stereotypes were unique to a genre and different from the 

characteristics of an average music listener, I computed z-tests comparing the average 

within-genre correlations to the average cross-genre correlations. As shown in Table 4, 

37 (66%) of the 56 within-genre correlations were different from the comparison cross-

genre correlation, lending some support to my predictions. 

One of the primary goals of this study was to examine the content of the music 

stereotypes. To do this, I computed the average ratings for each of the constructs within 

each music genre. The specific stereotypes associated with genres were very different 

from one another. For illustrative purposes, I have plotted only the stereotypes for the 

four music genres with the highest mean pairwise correlations within each music-

preference dimension: classical, rock, religious, and hip-hop. 

Figure 1 displays the personality stereotypes associated with the music genres. As 

can be seen, the classical and religious music prototypes are similar: both are high in 

Agreeableness, Conscientious, and Emotional Stability, but classical music fans are 

believed to be lower in Extraversion and higher in Openness than are religious music 

fans. Rock and hip-hop fans are also seen somewhat similarly: both are high in 

Extraversion, moderate in Agreeableness, and low in Conscientiousness, but rock fans are 

believed to be lower in Emotional Stability and higher in Openness than hip-hop fans. 
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As displayed in Figure 2, the music stereotypes about personal qualities were very 

different. Whereas classical music fans are seen as politically conservative, intelligent, 

physically unattractive, un-athletic, and artistic, rock music fans are seen as politically 

liberal, and not religious. Religious music fans are regarded as politically conservative 

and, of course, religious, while hip-hop fans are seen as politically liberal and athletic.  

Figure 3 displays the stereotypes about the values associated with the music 

genres. There is wide variation in what the music prototypes are believed to value. 

Classical fans are believed to value comfort, beauty, wisdom, imagination, intellect, and 

love, and rock fans are believed to value excitement and courage. Moreover, religious 

music fans are believed to value peace, family security, forgiveness, love, and, not 

surprisingly, salvation, whereas hip-hop fans are believed to value self-respect and social 

recognition.  

The alcohol and drug preferences are plotted in Figure 4. The means reveal 

striking differences among the music prototypes. Whereas rock and hip-hop fans are 

believed to drink more beer than wine or cocktails, classical music fans are believed to 

drink more wine and cocktails than beer. Although religious music fans are seen as least 

likely to drink alcohol, apparently they are thought to drink wine if they do drink 

(perhaps for communion). As for drug preferences, rock music fans are believed to abuse 

any and all types of drugs, followed by hip-hop fans. In contrast, with the exception of 

prescription drugs, classical and religious music fans are not seen as likely to consume 

most drugs.  
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Summary. In this study, I examined the stereotypes associated with fans of various 

music genres. The results revealed that by and large, there are robust and specific 

stereotypes associated with different music genres. Specifically, judges shared common 

beliefs about the personalities, personal qualities, values, and alcohol and drug 

preferences of the music fans. These findings are important because they are among the 

first to document the contents of music stereotypes and offer some insight into the 

impressions that are elicited by music preferences. 

Now that I have provided evidence for the existence of music stereotypes, an 

important question arises: Are they valid? Is there a kernel of truth to the music 

stereotypes? Study 3 was designed to address this question. 
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Study 3: Are the Music Stereotypes Accurate? 

Given that stereotypes are so pervasive and, in many cases, well defined, it may 

seem like an obvious step is to test their validity. It is therefore surprising that, until 

recently, researchers concerned with stereotypes rarely examined their veridicality, and 

instead tended to assume that stereotypes were inaccurate (Jussim, McCauley, & Lee, 

1995). To explain this state of affairs, stereotype researchers Diekman, Eagly, and Kulesa 

(2002) recently suggested “This uncritical acceptance of stereotypes’ inaccuracy is not 

surprising given that broader intellectual currents in psychology focused on errors in 

perception and only more recently incorporated a concern with accuracy” (p. 268). 

However a growing body of research has begun to show that although many stereotypes 

are false, many of them possess a kernel of truth (Lee, Jussim, & McCauley, 1995). For 

example, studies have revealed moderate levels of accuracy for beliefs about sex 

differences in personality traits, abilities, and social behaviors (Hall & Carter, 1999; 

Swim, 1994). Similar findings have been obtained for stereotypes about other social 

groups (e.g., Ashton & Esses, 1999).  

The goal of Study 3 was to test the validity of the music stereotypes identified in 

Study 2. By examining the veridicality of the stereotypes, this research will inform our 

understanding of the efficacy of using music stereotypes to develop impressions of 

others. To examine this issue, I used the stereotype data collected in Study 2 and 

compared them to the personalities, personal qualities, and values of a sample of actual 

music fans. Based on past research indicating music-based personality judgements tend to 

be accurate (Burroughs, et al., 1991), and on the results from Study 2, I predicted that 
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some of the music stereotypes would be valid. An additional goal was to test whether 

validity would vary across the music genres.  

Method 

Participants. The sample was comprised of 87 University of Texas at Austin 

undergraduates who volunteered in exchange for partial fulfillment of an introductory 

psychology course requirement. Of those who indicated, 51 (59.3%) were women and 35 

(40.7%) were men, 16 (23.2%) were Asian, 3 (4.3%) were Hispanic, and 50 (72.5%) 

were White. The average age of participants was 18.9 (SD = 2.5) years.  

Procedure and instruments. On arrival, participants were introduced to a study on 

personal preferences and everyday behavior. They were then asked to complete a 

questionnaire packet with measures designed to assess their personality on each of the 

Big Five dimensions, personal qualities, values, and music preferences, in that order. Due 

to confidentiality concerns, data on participants’ alcohol and drug preferences were not 

collected.  

Personality was assessed using the Ten-Item Personality Inventory (TIPI; 

Gosling, et al., 2003). The TIPI is a 10-item measure of the Big Five personality 

dimensions, with two items (one reverse scored) assessing each dimension. Each item 

was rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (Disagree strongly) to 7 (Agree strongly). 

Personal qualities were assessed using the same set used in Study 2: artistic, athletic, 

intelligent, physically attractive, politically conservative, politically liberal, and religious. 

Participants indicated the extent to which each one was characteristic of themselves using 

a 7-point rating scale with endpoints at 1 (Extremely uncharacteristic) and 7 (Extremely 
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characteristic). Participants’ values were assessed with a list of the same values used in 

Study 2, from the RVS (Rokeach, 1973). Using a 7-point rating scale ranging from 1 

(Extremely unimportant) to 7 (Extremely important), participants indicated the extent to 

which each value was important to them. Music preferences were assessed with the Short 

Test Of Music Preferences (STOMP; Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003). Using a 1 (Strongly 

dislike) to 7 (Strongly like) rating scale, participants indicated the extent to which they 

liked each of 14 different music genres (alternative, blues, classical, country, electronic, 

folk, heavy metal, jazz, pop, rap/hip-hop, religious, rock, soul, and soundtracks).  

Results and Discussion 

Question 4b: Stereotype validity. I predicted that some of the music stereotypes 

would be accurate. Specifically, I expected that the convergence between a participant’s 

personality and the stereotypical personality associated with a music genre would predict 

the extent to which the participant actually likes that music genre. For example, if an 

individual’s personality profile resembles the stereotypical personality associated with 

rock music (i.e., high Extraversion and Openness, low Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, 

and Emotional Stability) then I would expect that person to prefer rock music. To test this 

prediction, I first created indexes of stereotype-validity for each participant, for each of 

the 14 music genres. Specifically, I computed profile correlations between participants’ 

self-ratings and the average of judges’ ratings for each of the music genres assessed in 

Study 2 across all of the construct types. This produced a total of 14 stereotype-validity 

variables, which reflect the extent to which participants’ self-ratings correlate with a 

particular music stereotype. I then converted these correlations to z scores using Fisher’s 
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r-to-z formula. Finally, I correlated participants’ music preferences for each of the 14 

music genres with each of the standardized stereotype-validity variables.  

As shown in Table 5, my predictions were generally supported. Over half of the 

music stereotypes were valid in the sense that greater convergence between participants’ 

self-ratings and a particular music stereotype was positively related to preference for that 

particular music genre. For presentational clarity, the music stereotypes are again divided 

into four categories representing each of the four music-preference dimensions identified 

in my previous research (Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003).  

The correlations in Table 5 suggest several conclusions. First, the music 

stereotypes vary in their degree of validity. Whereas the stereotypes associated with the 

religious, country, and jazz music genres displayed the most validity, the stereotypes 

associated with pop, hip-hop, and soul were not valid. Second, examination of the 

correlations across the music dimensions suggests that the stereotypes associated with the 

reflective and complex dimension are most valid, followed by the upbeat and 

conventional and intense and rebellious dimensions. Surprisingly, none of the stereotypes 

in the energetic and rhythmic dimension reached statistically significant levels of validity.  

Summary. This study was designed to test the validity of the music stereotypes. I 

evaluated the validity of each of the music stereotypes examined in Study 2 using a new 

sample of college students. Overall, the results indicated that many of the music 

stereotypes contain a kernel of truth. These findings lend support to the explanations 

derived from the exploratory investigation by suggesting that, under some circumstances, 

music stereotypes could promote accuracy in music-based personality judgements. One 
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question that arises from these findings, however, is whether the music stereotypes are 

valid among people from all walks of life, or only college students. It might be, for 

example, that all the stereotypes only apply to young people, that certain stereotypes 

apply more to young people than to older people, or that some of the stereotypes apply to 

all individuals, regardless of age. Study 4 was conducted to determine the generalizability 

of the music stereotypes.  
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Study 4: Do the Music Stereotypes Generalize Across Groups? 

The purpose of this study is to determine whether the validity of the music 

stereotypes generalize to individuals other than college students. Given that the music 

stereotypes were obtained from a sample of college students, it is possible that the 

stereotypes are circumscribed to people within the same cohort. For instance, are the 

music stereotypes only valid for young individuals, or do they generalize to older 

individuals? Are specific music stereotypes (e.g., of the classical music fan) more or less 

accurate for older individuals than younger individuals?  

  In 1993 approximately 500 males and 500 females from the Eugene Springfield 

metropolitan area in Lane County, Oregon were recruited for participation in the Eugene-

Springfield Community Sample (ESCS), headed by Dr. Lewis Goldberg. The project was 

intended to provide comprehensive information about the structure of personality, the 

interrelations among various personality inventories, and the links between personality 

and general behavior. To facilitate administration of several assessment instruments, 

homeowners were recruited to participate in a 5 to 10 year long project.  

The ESCS is a unique resource for studies linking personality and behavior 

because participants in the project have completed several personality measures, 

psychological inventories, and a variety of self-report measures related to general 

behavior. In addition, this sample is well suited for comparative validity studies because 

the participants are older than most college students. Thus, for the current study, the 

ESCS is an ideal sample for evaluating the extent to which the validity of the music 

stereotypes generalizes across people of different age cohorts.  
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Method 

Participants. As mentioned above, the ESCS is comprised of approximately 1,000 

individuals. However, data were missing for a subset of participants due to non-response 

to the inventories used in the current study. Thus, for the current study, as many as 583 

and as few as 458 participants completed the necessary measures (i.e., the BFI and the 

STOMP). Of the 583 participants who indicated, 338 (58%,) were female, 245 (42%) 

were male, 5 (0.9%) were Asian American, 2 (0.3%) were Hispanic, 562 (98.3%) were 

White, and 3 (0.5%) were of other ethnicities. In 1993, when participants completed the 

demographics survey, they ranged in age, from 18 to 83, with an average of 50 (SD = 

12.4). However, due to differential attrition rates and the fact that participants completed 

all the relevant measures for this study approximately 10 years after the study began I 

added 10 years to the age they reported in 1993. Thus, the current age of eligible 

participants ranged from 28 to 93, with an average of 60 (SD = 12.4). 

Procedure. The instruments used in this study were administered periodically 

between 1993 and 2003. Among the personality measures administered to the ESCS was 

the BFI (John & Srivastava, 1999). Participants were asked to indicate the extent to 

which they agreed with each of 44 statements, using a 7-point scale with endpoints at 1 

(Strongly Disagree) and 7 (Strongly Agree). In 2003, participants were asked to complete 

the Short Test of Music Preferences Revised (STOMP-R; Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003). 

Like the original STOMP, the STOMP-R asks respondents to indicate the extent to which 

they like different music genres using a 7-point rating scale where 1 = Dislike Strongly 

and 7 = Like Strongly. The only difference between the STOMP and STOMP-R is that 
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the latter includes 8 additional music genres (bluegrass, funk, gospel, 

international/foreign, new age, oldies, opera, and punk).  

Results and Discussion 

Question 4b: Stereotype validity. I tested whether some of the music stereotypes 

were accurate among older individuals. Specifically, I examined the convergence 

between a participant’s personality and the stereotypical personality associated with a 

music genre would predict the extent to which the participant actually likes that music 

genre. For example, if an individual’s personality profile resembles the stereotypical 

personality associated with classical music (i.e., low Extraversion and high Openness, 

Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, and Emotional Stability) then I would expect that 

person to prefer classical music. To test this prediction, I created indexes of stereotype 

validity in exactly the same way as I did in Study 3. Specifically, I computed profile 

correlations between participants’ self-ratings and the average of judges’ ratings for each 

of the music genres assessed in Study 2 across the Big Five dimensions. This produced a 

total of 14 stereotype-validity variables, which reflect the extent to which participants’ 

self-ratings correlate with a particular music stereotype. I then converted these 

correlations to z scores using Fisher’s r-to-z formula. Finally, I correlated participants’ 

music preferences for each of the 14 music genres with each of the standardized 

stereotype-validity variables.  

As shown in the second data column of Table 6, over half of the music 

stereotypes were valid in the sense that greater convergence between participants’ self-

ratings and a particular music stereotype was positively related to preference for that 
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particular music genre. For presentational clarity, the music stereotypes are again divided 

into four categories representing each of the four music-preference dimensions identified 

in my previous research (Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003).  

The correlations in Table 6 suggest several conclusions. First, the music 

stereotypes vary in their degree of validity. Whereas the stereotypes associated with the 

classical, jazz, and religious music genres displayed the most validity, the stereotypes 

associated with pop, electronic, and rock were not valid. Second, examination of the 

correlations across the music dimensions suggests that the stereotypes associated with the 

reflective and complex dimension are most valid, followed by the intense and rebellious 

and upbeat and conventional dimensions. The only stereotype in the energetic and 

rhythmic dimension that reached statistically significant levels of validity was soul.  

When viewed in tandem with the stereotype-validity correlations among the 

college student sample from Study 3 (first data column), there appear to be a few 

differences. For example, the classical and soul stereotypes appear to be more valid 

among older individuals than young people, whereas the electronic music stereotype 

appears much stronger among young people as compared to older individuals. 

Furthermore, at the music-dimension level, the intense and rebellious dimensions appear 

much stronger among young people than older individuals. Thus, it would appear as 

though many of the music stereotypes about broad personality traits are accurate, and that 

the validity of the stereotypes varies as a function of age.  

Question 4c: Stereotype generalizability. To develop a more comprehensive 

understanding of how the music stereotypes generalize across groups, I combined the 
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stereotype-validity data from Studies 3 and 4, and divided participants into different age 

groups. Specifically, I created age groups that reflected meaningful age cohorts, yet 

contained sufficient numbers of respondents to yield reliable results. Therefore, 

participants were placed into one of  6 age groups: 17 to 25, 26 to 45, 46 to 55, 56 to 65, 

66 to 75, and 76 to 95 (Ns = 82, 52, 170, 176, 102, and 84, respectively). Finally, six 

separate stereotype validity analyses were run for each of the age groups.  

As shown in Table 7, validity of the different music stereotypes fluctuates 

depending on the age of the target individuals. For instance, the validity of the classical, 

religious, soundtracks, and soul music stereotypes tend be higher among middle-aged and 

older adults, whereas validity of the heavy metal, rock, and electronic music stereotypes 

appears to be higher among younger individuals than older individuals.  

Summary. The goal of this study was to determine whether the music stereotypes 

generalize to non-college student individuals. I evaluated this issue using the music 

stereotypes examined in Study 2 among a sample of individuals from the ESCS. Overall, 

the results indicated that many of the music stereotypes contain a kernel of truth, and that 

the accuracy of some of the music stereotypes varies as a function of the age of targets. 

These findings are important because they shed light on some of the parameters of the 

music stereotypes. For certain stereotypes, validity is not circumscribed to only one age 

group (e.g., classical and folk), however, it is for other stereotypes (e.g., rock and soul). 

Thus, using music stereotypes to form impressions of others could facilitate the 

development of accurate impressions, to the extent that observers take into account the 

age of the target. 
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Although the current findings are provocative, the generalizability of the results is 

limited by the fact that the stereotypes each pertain to only one style of music. Most 

people report liking many different styles of music (Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003), so it is 

not clear how the music-stereotype information would be combined when using the 

music preferences of real people (as opposed to prototypical music fans). Personality 

traits combine synergistically to produce configurations that are more than the sum of the 

specific traits (Asch, 1946), and so too might music preferences. For instance, knowing 

that a person has a strong preference for country music might evoke an impression that is 

in line with the country music stereotype. Yet, once it is learned that the person also likes 

pop and rock music, a more nuanced impression might develop that is independent of any 

single music stereotype. Thus, combinations of music preferences might be combined to 

form more elaborate and richer impressions of targets. On the other hand, using 

combinations of music preferences might reduce observer consensus and accuracy 

because the stimuli are too diffuse. That is, the clear impression evoked by knowing that 

a target person likes one style of music might be clouded once it is learned that the target 

also likes other styles of music. Therefore, to determine the role that music stereotypes 

play in developing impressions of actual individuals, it is necessary to examine the 

impact they have on observers’ impressions of targets when those impressions are based 

on targets’ preferences for different styles of music, not just one. The data collected in 

Study 1 provide an ideal data source for examining this issue because music preferences 

from real individuals were assessed using an ecologically valid set of musical stimuli.  
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Auxiliary Analyses to Study 1 

Thus far, I have shown that people can develop impressions of others using 

nothing more than their music preferences, that those impressions are sometimes 

accurate, and that those impressions are, at least partially, related to music attributes and 

stereotypes. Moreover, there are unique stereotypes associated with various music genres, 

some of which are accurate and generalize to different age groups. Taken together, these 

results provide circumstantial evidence that music attributes and stereotypes both 

contribute to music-based personality judgements. However, it remains unclear as to 

precisely how these two sources of information differentially contribute to observers’ 

impressions and how they vary in their validity. Does one source of contribute more to 

observers’ impressions than the other? Or, does one source contribute more information 

for certain traits, while the other contributes more for different traits? Furthermore, does 

one source yield more valid information than the other on all traits? Or, does one provide 

more valid information about certain traits, while the other provides more valid 

information about different traits? 

The role that direct attributes and stereotypes play in interpersonal perception are 

two of the processes proposed by Gosling et al.’s (2002) model of the perceptual 

processes underlying observers’ impressions of personality. According to the model, 

observers use a two-step inference process wherein observers first infer the behaviors 

associated with a stimulus (e.g., an organized desk), and then infer the dispositions (e.g., 

Conscientiousness) that underlie those behaviors. At either step, stereotypes could be 
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activated and affect observers’ impressions. How might this inference process unfold within 

the context of music preferences? 

Using nothing more than a target individuals’ music collection, observers might rely 

on specific features of the person’s music preferences that allow direct inferences about the 

person’s behaviors. For example, if a target individual’s music collection contains mostly 

fast tempo songs, observers might infer that the individual uses these songs to promote 

activity, suggesting an enthusiastic and energetic disposition. However, music stereotypes 

might be activated by the presence of certain music genres. In such cases, judgments about 

a target could be less direct, influenced by a stereotype that is associated with a whole 

suite of traits. For example, the presence of religious songs could activate the stereotype 

of religious fans as being sociable, kind, hardworking, relaxed, and conventional. Thus, 

to understand how observers use music preferences to form impressions of others, it is 

crucial to examine the impact of these two sources of information.  

Results and Discussion 

In the previous analyses for Study 1, I was interested in the roles of specific 

attributes and genres in the judgement process, requiring that I analyze the data at the 

level of individual attributes and genres. In the current analyses, I am more interested in 

the broad classes of information (attributes vs. genres) than in the specific attributes or 

genres themselves. Therefore, in the interest of reducing the number of predictor 

variables (and hence, improving the stability of the betas), in my regression analyses I 

sought ways to reduce the numbers of attributes and genres to smaller numbers of 

meaningful factors. To do this for the attributes, I performed a principal-components 
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analysis on the aggregate of the coders’ ratings. Using multiple converging criteria (i.e., 

eigenvalues of 1 or greater and interpretability of the factors) I retained a three-factor 

solution, which accounted for 70% of the total variance. As can be seen in Table 8, the 

orthogonal factors can be described as energy, positive affect, and introspection. 

Can the music genres also be summarized by a smaller set of factors? My 

previous research suggests they can (Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003). Before reducing the 

genre information in each top-10 list to these four music-genre dimensions, however, it 

was necessary to ensure that the dimensions of music preferences were suitable 

representations of the relations among music stereotypes. That is, I wanted make sure the 

stereotypes of the music genres within each of the dimensions were more similar to one 

another than to the stereotypes of the music genres across the dimensions. If the music 

preference dimensions are good reflections of the ways music related stereotypes are 

perceived, then the stereotypes associated with two genres should be more similar when 

the genres come from the same dimension than when the genres come from different 

dimensions. For example, are the music-genre stereotypes about the fans of classical, 

jazz, blues and folk (i.e., the reflective and complex music dimension) more similar to 

one another that the music-genre stereotypes about the fans of the other styles of music? 

To determine this, I used the stereotype data from Study 2 and calculated the mean-

pairwise correlations among the music stereotypes within each music dimension and 

across the music genres. These analyses suggested that the stereotypes of the music 

genres within each dimension were generally more similar (mean r = .69) than they were 

across the genres (mean r = .39). These findings suggest that observers perceive more 
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similarity among the fans of music genres within each dimension than they do across all 

the music genres. Based on these findings, it seemed appropriate to calculate targets’ 

scores on each of the music-genre dimensions. Music-genre dimension scores were 

computed by summing the number of top-10 songs falling into each genre-dimension. 

 Question 5: Music attributes vs. stereotypes. To compare the unique contributions 

that music attributes and stereotypes have on music-based interpersonal-perception, I 

regressed observers’ ratings and targets’ self-ratings on each trait onto the three music-

attribute factors and four music-genre dimensions separately. These analyses show the 

extent to which information about attributes and genres in a targets’ top-10 list predicts 

observer ratings and self-ratings. The adjusted R²s are shown in the first, second, fifth, 

and sixth data columns of Table 9. I then ran stepwise regressions with either observers’ 

ratings or targets’ self-ratings on each trait as criterion, and the music-genre dimensions 

at the first step and the music-attribute factors at the second step, or vice versa. These 

analyses show the role of attributes over and above genre information and the role of 

genre information over and above attribute information. The change in adjusted R²s for 

these two sources of information are reported in the third, fourth, seventh, and eighth data 

columns of Table 9.  

 The findings suggested that for some traits, attributes predict observer judgements 

better than genres do, for other traits genres are the best predictor, and for yet other traits, 

both attributes and genres significantly predict observer judgements. The findings in 

Table 9 are arranged in 3 sections. The first section lists those traits for which observers’ 

judgements were better predicted by attribute information than genre information. The 
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second section lists those traits for which observers’ judgements were better predicted by 

genre information than attributes information. The third section lists those traits for which 

observers’ judgements were significantly predicted by both attribute and genre 

information.  

As shown in the third data column of Table 9, the music attributes accounted for 

unique portions of the variance in observers’ ratings of a number on the constructs, 

including Agreeableness, love, inner harmony, and Emotional Stability. As can be seen in 

the fourth data column, the music genres accounted for relatively high portions of the 

variance in observers’ ratings of social recognition, self-esteem, an exciting life, and a 

comfortable life. Both the music attributes and genres accounted for unique portions of 

the variance in observers’ ratings of wisdom, salvation, Openness, and family security. 

These findings support my contention that attribute information and genre information 

provide unique information over and above the other. 

As can be seen in the last two columns of Table 9, the music attributes and genres 

were differentially related to targets’ self-ratings. For example, the music attributes were 

related to targets’ self-ratings of Emotional Stability, a comfortable life, and a world of 

beauty, whereas the music dimensions were related to ratings of imagination, inner 

harmony, and family security. These findings suggest that certain sources of information 

(attributes vs. genres) may actually provide more information about certain traits than the 

other source of information.  
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General Discussion 

Overview of the Results 

These findings suggest that, using nothing more than a target individual’s music 

preferences, observers will form impressions of the target that are quite consistent with 

other observers’ impressions. Moreover, many of those impressions are likely to be 

accurate. 

I began this investigation with a preliminary study which suggested that 

individuals can form consensual and accurate impressions of target individuals on the 

basis of their favorite styles of music, and that one way this might be done is through the 

use of music stereotypes. The four studies that followed teased apart the processes 

underlying this phenomenon. Study 1 showed that observers can form accurate 

impressions of target individuals purely on the basis of their top-10 favorite songs. Study 

2 revealed that individuals have robust and genre-specific stereotypes about the fans of 

different styles of music. Studies 3 and 4 indicated that some of the music stereotypes 

contain a kernel of truth. And supplementary analyses to Study 1 revealed that observers 

differentially rely on music attribute information and genre-specific stereotypes to form 

their impressions.  

The Role of Music in Interpersonal Perception 

Consistent with past research, I found that individuals can form consensual and 

accurate impressions of others on the basis of such limited information as a target 

individual’s top-10 favorite songs. However, in terms of the Big Five, the patterns of 

consensus and accuracy correlations found in Study 1 are quite different from the patterns 
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found in past zero-acquaintance studies (Kenny, 1994), indicating that music preferences 

provide different information from brief interactions. Whereas previous zero-

acquaintance research has found most accuracy for perceptions of Extraversion and 

Conscientiousness, this research found most accuracy for perceptions of Openness and 

Extraversion. 

The present findings reveal what is learned from music preferences when all other 

information is held constant, but they do not show how music-related information 

interacts with other kinds of information. In real life contexts, how do impressions 

elicited from music preferences reinforce or negate initial impressions formed using other 

information? Future research should assess the relative role played by music preferences, 

clothing, facial features, gestures, and the countless other clues available in most 

interaction contexts. 

In addition to attribute information, in real life contexts individuals also rely on 

stereotypes to form impression of others. Indeed, many of the participants in my 

preliminary study did, and the results from Studies 3 and 4 suggest that this may 

generally be effective. However, the findings from the auxiliary analyses for Study 1 

suggest that to develop more nuanced impressions, it would be most advantageous to use 

music stereotypes to form impressions about certain traits, and music attributes to form 

impressions about other traits (see Table 9). For example, to determine whether a person 

values imagination, it would be better to rely on music stereotypes (e.g., by the number of 

classical music CDs in a person’s music collection) than specific music attributes. 

However, to determine a person’s level of Extraversion, it would be better to rely on 
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specific features of the person’s music collection (e.g., by the number of songs that 

contain vocals) than on genre-specific stereotypes. This research provides concrete 

examples of how stereotypes can promote or hinder accurate judgements depending on 

the traits judged and the information available.  

These findings also point to another approach for studying the composition of 

stereotypes. This work shows the value of examining stereotypes about specific sub-

groups of individuals in addition to the broad groups of individuals (e.g., race, sex) that 

typify most stereotype research. Thus, for researchers concerned with race and sex 

stereotypes, it could be useful to unpack the contents of the stereotypes within specific 

domains (e.g., preferences for music, food, clothing, etc.). Investigating the content and 

validity of specific domains within broader stereotypes could elucidate which elements of 

the stereotypes are biased, and which, if any, are valid. 

Although somewhat unorthodox, research that examines the validity (and 

invalidity) of stereotypes is crucial for understanding not only the impact of stereotypes 

on social-perception processes, but more broadly, their origins. As noted by Diekman et 

al. (2002, p. 268), “The match or mismatch between stereotypes and the external realities 

that they represent can illuminate the extent to which beliefs depict groups’ 

characteristics in a valid manner or in ways that are biased by motivational agendas and 

cognitive constraints.” Therefore, effectively tackling the insidious effects of stereotypes 

requires a full understanding of their causes, which in turn requires unhindered research 

on stereotypes that is open to an array of potential explanations. This includes, amongst 

others, the possibility that some stereotypes may have a kernel of truth to them (Allport, 
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1954).  

Implications 

Although these findings have direct implications for the social functions of music, 

they also have broader implications for other areas in social psychology, such as self-

expression processes and close relationships.  

Self-Expression 

 Recent research suggests that individuals, especially adolescents, use their music 

preferences as a “badge” to convey information about themselves to others (North & 

Hargreaves, 1999). What function do such statements about the self serve? Some 

theorists suggest that self-expression allows individuals to connect with others and get 

their needs met (Baumeister & Leary, 1995), and others suggest that self-expression 

enables individuals to bring others to see them as they see themselves (Swann, 1987; 

Swann et al., 2002). Failure to satisfy these needs for belonging and self-verification is 

linked to a number of negative consequences, from feelings of alienation (Prentice & 

Miller, 1993) and dysphoria (Taylor, Aspinwall, Giuliano, Dakof, & Reardon, 1993), to 

poor physical health (Brown & McGill, 1989) and dissatisfying relationships (De La 

Ronde, & Swann, 1998; Swann, Hixon, & De La Ronde, 1992). Taken together, this 

work suggests that individuals may use their music preferences in order to fit in and be 

understood, ultimately promoting feelings of connectedness and well-being. 

The present work suggests one successful strategy. Given that individuals form 

accurate impressions of others on the basis of their music preferences, using music in the 

service of self-expression could be an effective way to inform others about the self. 
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Future research that explicitly examines the effects of such acts of self-expression on 

feelings of belonging and self-verification would not only shed light on the functions of 

music, but also add emphasis to the importance of these basic needs.  

Relationships 

As mentioned earlier, soliciting information about people’s music preferences is a 

common way for individuals to assess others’ personalities in casual interactions. The 

findings from this work suggest that this is not only an effective strategy for developing 

accurate impressions of potential partners, but may also be a useful way for determining 

compatibility. Such findings would lend credence to Hornby’s quip that “it's no good 

pretending that any relationship has a future if your record collections disagree 

violently...” (1995, p. 117).  

Why might music preferences matter in relationships? One explanation comes 

from research indicating that individuals display more attraction to attitudinally similar 

partners (Byrne, 1971; Condon & Crano, 1988) and report more compatibility with 

partners who have similar interests (Houts, Huston, & Robins, 1996) and sex-role 

orientations (Ickes & Barnes, 1978). Moreover, individuals tend to become romantically 

involved with people who are similar on measures of attitudes, intelligence, and 

personality (e.g., Plomin, Chipuer & Loehlin, 1990; Swann, Rentfrow, & Gosling, in 

press). Thus, research that examines differences and similarities in partners’ music 

preferences may yield useful information about the efficacy of using music preferences as 

a proxy for determining compatibility. 
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Conclusions 

Everyday, people engage in a variety of activities: they listen to music, watch 

television, go to the cinema, read, tend to their gardens, play sports, and shop for clothes, to 

name just a few. It is my belief that research that focuses on ordinary aspects of people’s 

daily lives and experiences, such as music, is crucial for developing a thorough and 

balanced understanding of social behavior.  

I empirically examined what, if anything, is learned about people from their music 

preferences. Guided by previous research on person-environment interactions (i.e., the 

impact individuals have on their environment) and interpersonal perception, I predicted 

and found that individuals can form similar and accurate impressions about people using 

nothing more than a few of their favorite songs. Thus, it would appear as though the 

widespread assumption is correct—much is learned about individuals from the music 

they listen to.  
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Table 1 
 
Judgements Based on Music Preferences: Consensus, Accuracy, and Column-Vector Correlations. 
 
      Question 1:     Question 2:   Question 3: 
 
          Column-vector correlations     
     Interobserver       Observer        Music      Music 
Criterion Measures     consensus      accuracy         attributes      genres   
Personality  
 B5-Extraversion .41** .27* .24* -.05 
 B5-Agreeableness .50** .21* .02 -.27 
 B5-Conscientiousness .35** -.01 -.31 -.05 
 B5-Emotional Stability .15 .23* -.59 .23* 
 B5-Openness to Experience .44** .47** .78** .37**  
 Mean .38** .24* .06 .05   
 
Values  
 A comfortable life  .08 .04 -.35 .09 
 A world at peace  .28** .23* .20* -.12 
 A world of beauty  .27* .28** .23* -.24 
 An exciting life  .22* .10 .21* .06 
 Family security  .27* .23* .47** -.12 
 Inner harmony  .26* .15 -.10 -.16 
 National security  .07 .01 -.34 .19 
 Salvation  .27* .21* -.22 .34** 
 Self-respect  .05 -.03 -.22 -.12 
 Social recognition  .37** .24* .35** .33** 
 True friendship  .12 .24* -.57 -.22 
 Wisdom  .33** .00 -.13 .37** 
 Ambition  .05 -.13 .42** .08 
 Courage  .05 .15 .51** .41** 
 Forgiveness  .35** .20* .14 .54** 
 Imagination  .32** .42** .47** .70** 
 Intellect  .31** .14 .20* .38** 
 Love .32** .19 .43** -.06 
 Mean .22* .15 .10 .15 
    
Affect 
 Self-esteem .06 .16 -.06 .11   
 Positive affect .13 .20* .32** .01  
 Negative affect .17 -.05 -.07 .16   
 Mean .12 .10 .07 .09    
Note. Interobserver consensus is the mean of the 28 correlations derived from all possible pairwise combinations of 
8 observers. Observer accuracy is the correlation between the aggregated observer ratings and the composite 
criterion ratings. The mean correlations in bold were computed using Fisher’s r-to-z formula. The vector correlations 
were computed using Fisher’s r-to-z formula, and then taking their absolute values. The vector correlations reflect 
the convergence between the cue-utilization correlations and the cue-validity correlations. B5 = Big Five. 
Significance of the correlations was based on sample size of 74, the average number of cases across which the 
correlations were computed. * p < .05. one-tailed; ** p < .01 one-tailed. 
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Table 2 
 
A Brunswick (1956) Lens Model Analysis of Judgements Based on Music Attributes: Cue-Validity and Cue-
Utilization Correlations 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
          Cue-validity correlations                            Cue-utilization correlations  

    
     Extra.      Agree.      Cons.       Em St.     Open.  Musical cues          Extra.     Agree.     Cons.    Em St.       Open. 
 
                               Music attributes      
 .01 .06 -.17 -.23 .00 Clever .10 .35 .18 -.27 .18 
 .03 .01 -.31 -.33 .16 Dreamy -.05 .70 .53 .10 .31 
 -.12 .21 -.07 -.13 .18 Relaxed -.23 .70 .65 .56 .25 
 .18 .09 -.14 -.21 -.19 Enthusiastic .48 -.13 -.30 -.57 -.19 
 -.01 .14 .05 .09 .01 Simple  -.13 .35 .30 .55 .11 
 .03 .21 -.17 -.19 .13 Pleasant -.09 .75 .63 .36 .13 
 .12 -.02 -.07 -.12 -.18 Energetic .42 -.27 -.39 -.64 -.17 
 .02 -.17 .07 -.03 -.21 Loud .33 -.59 -.61 -.66 -.24 
 .15 .20 -.07 -.09 .05 Happy -.01 .64 .57 .51 -.02 
 .21 .11 -.17 -.27 .16 Uplifting -.09 .74 .66 .47 .17 
 .01 -.20 .04 .09 -.12 Angry .19 -.79 -.78 -.69 -.21 
 -.29 -.08 -.10 -.20 .07 Sad -.09 -.16 -.19 -.48 .22 
 .07 .06 -.23 -.40 .04 Emotional .09 .35 .18 -.31 .13 
 -.01 .16 -.16 -.08 .01 Romantic .02 .52 .39 .13 -.09 
 .17 -.14 -.11 -.11 -.08 Rhythmic .32 -.15 -.22 -.59 .00 
 .16 .12 .27 .24 -.23 Boastful .40 -.62 -.57 -.22 -.48 
 .13 .21 -.04 -.15 .01 Optimistic .14 .65 .58 .41 -.07 
 .07 .00 -.22 -.31 .07 Reflective .06 .43 .23 -.21 .22 
 -.09 -.03 .07 .15 -.10 Bitter .21 -.70 -.73 -.66 -.18 
 .15 .10 .10 .17 -.36 Frank .48 -.42 -.47 -.41 -.50 
 .15 -.14 .04 .02 -.22 Fast .38 -.46 -.57 -.61 -.24 
 -.08 -.01 -.16 -.15 .20 Slow -.36 .56 .55 .44 .36 
 -.05 .02 -.04 -.06 .17 Acoustic -.43 .57 .58 .47 .19 
 -.03 .02 .12 .19 -.26 Electric .38 -.59 -.65 -.41 -.36 
 .29 .38 .18 .19 -.17 Singing .38 .10 -.13 .07 -.40 
Note.  Extra. = Extraversion; Agree. = Agreeableness; Cons. = Conscientiousness; Em. St. = Emotional Stability; 
Open. = Openness to Experiences.  Effect size estimates (correlation coefficients) > or = |.20| are underlined; values 
> or = |.22| p < .05.
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Table 3 
 
A Brunswick (1956) Lens Model Analysis of Judgements Based on Music Genres: Cue-Validity and Cue-Utilization 
Correlations 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
        Cue-validity correlations                  Cue-utilization correlations  

    
    Extra.       Agree.       Cons.       Em St.       Open.   Musical cues  Extra.      Agree.      Cons.     Em St.   Open. 
 
                                    Genre labels      

  Ref. & Com. 
 -.13 -.17 -.21 .03 -.03   Blues -.14 .04 -.02 -.03 .22 
 -.21 .06 -.02 -.17 .20   Classical -.19 .28 .49 .10 .29 
 -.10 -.20 -.25 -.21 .20   Folk  -.19 .07 .10 -.03 .19 
 .03 -.25 -.05 -.10 .07   Jazz  -.29 .12 .22 .00 .19 
      Int. & Reb. 
 -.12 -.06 -.01 -.21 .00   Alternative -.19 .09 .03 -.17 .37 
 .03 -.07 .02 .05 .05   Heavy Metal .00 -.32 -.36 -.18 .07 
 -.14 -.09 .03 -.01 .28   Rock  -.12 -.09 -.15 -.10 .28 
      Upb. & Con. 
 .32 .14 .26 .19 -.18   Country .23 .29 .23 .32 -.32 
 .04 .17 -.17 -.07 -.10   Pop  .22 .25 .23 .01 -.24 
 .22 -.07 -.15 -.06 .02   Religious -.09 .24 .26 .04 -.12 
 .17 -.02 -.14 .02 -.10   Sound tracks .13 .14 .10 .05 -.17 
      Ene. & Rhy. 
 -.09 -.04 .00 .00 -.06   Electronica .27 .05 .00 -.09 .10 
 .04 .40 .03 .19 -.10   Soul  .48 .02 -.06 -.01 -.24 
 .13 .05 .02 .16 -.15   Hip hop .33 .05 -.01 .09 -.11 
 -.11 -.14 .05 .05 .01 Latin  .08 .07 .06 .01 .07 
 -.03 .06 -.18 .04 .04 Reggae -.01 .15 -.03 .20 .17 
 .10 .18 -.07 -.10 .05 World  .14 .12 .06 .07 -.02 
 -.08 .08 -.07 .03 .08 New age .21 .08 .07 .02 .03 

 .08 .01 -.13 -.04 .06 Varied genres .34 .39 .24 .09 .19 
Note.  Extra. = Extraversion; Agree. = Agreeableness; Cons. = Conscientiousness; Em. St. = Emotional Stability; 
Open. = Openness to Experiences.  Music-preference dimensions were derived from the number of songs from each 
genre within the dimension.  Ref. & Com. = Reflective and Complex; Int. & Reb. = Intense and Rebellious; Upb. & 
Con. = Upbeat and Conventional; Ene. & Rhy. = Energetic and Rhythmic.  Effect size estimates (correlation 
coefficients) > or = |.20| are underlined; values > or = |.22| p < .05.
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Table 4 
 
Summary of Agreement (Average Pairwise Correlations) Among Judges for Each of the Music Prototypes. 
 
                   
 
                     Construct type 
 
              Big Five                            Personal Qualities                      Values                       Drug Preferences     
 
Music Prototype        Int.obs. r      Unique. z        Int.obs. r      Unique. z  Int.obs. r    Unique. z   Int.obs. r    Unique. z      Mean r  
Reflective & Complex  
 Blues .40 1.98* .24 1.16 .25 1.07 .18 0.24 .27 

Classical .56 5.44* .64 6.89* .35 2.89* .75 8.03* .59 
Folk .11 0.42 .23 1.86 .21 1.41 .72 7.40* .35 
Jazz .34 2.72* .55 5.55* .18 1.06 .39 2.62* .37 

Intense & Rebellious  
Alternative .42 3.57* .29 2.48* .10 0.33 .55 4.67* .35 
Heavy metal .55 5.23* .48 4.63* .16 0.86 .42 2.95* .41 
Rock .67 6.59* .57 5.45* .14 0.65 .52 3.89* .50 

Upbeat & Conventional 
Country .43 3.72* .27 2.27* .27 2.05* .76 8.28* .46 
Pop .47 4.21* .02 -0.19 .30 2.29* .14 0.07 .24 
Religious .66 7.01* .86 12.02* .59 5.80* .79 8.87* .74 
Sound tracks -.04 -0.71 .17 0.83 -.02 -0.55 .52 2.76* .17  

Energetic & Rhythmic  
Electronic .61 6.19* .53 5.28* .23 1.60 .23 0.93 .42 
Hip-hop .53 4.96* .48 4.63* .33 2.59* .32 1.89 .42 
Soul .27 2.01* .53 5.28* .24 1.66 .55 4.59* .41 

 
Mean r .40  .45  .21  .48  .42  
          
 
Note. Int.obs. = Interobserver; Unique. = Uniqueness. All mean correlations were computed using Fisher’s r-to-z transformation. Mean correlations were derived 
from a maximum of 105 and minimum of 36 possible pairwise combinations of stereotype ratings. Uniqueness is the Z score derived from a z-test of the 
difference between the within-genre correlation and the cross-genre correlation for each of the construct types. * p < .05.
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Table 5 
 
Summary of Stereotype Validity for Each Music Stereotype Across Constructs. 
 
        
 
         Validity of             
Music Prototype       stereotypes             
Reflective & Complex     
 Blues .17*   

Classical .23*   
Folk .18*   
Jazz .21*   

Intense & Rebellious  
Alternative .07   
Heavy metal .14ŧ   
Rock .18*   

Upbeat & Conventional 
Country .24*   
Pop -.01   
Religious .33**   
Sound tracks .11   

Energetic & Rhythmic  
Electronic .12   
Hip-hop -.05   
Soul -.15 

        
 
Note. Results are correlation coefficients among target music preferences for each music genre 
and the convergence between target self-ratings and stereotype-ratings for each music stereotype. 
r = correlation coefficient. N = 85. 
ŧ p < .10, one-tailed. * p < .05, one tailed. ** p < .01, one-tailed. 
 



 

Table 6 
 
Summary of Stereotype Validity for Each Music Stereotype Across the Big Five Personality Dimensions for College 
and Non-College Samples. 
 
         
                 
 UTCS     ESCS  
Music Prototype (n = 84)        (n = 557)   
Reflective & Complex    
 Blues  .33** .12**  

Classical  .01 .23**  
Folk  .23* .11**  
Jazz  .16ŧ .16**  

Intense & Rebellious   
Alternative  -.01 .11**  
Heavy metal  .23* .09*  
Rock  .25* .04  

Upbeat & Conventional 
Country  -.04 .07*  
Pop  .01 .00  
Religious  .16ŧ .14**  
Sound tracks  -.06 .06ŧ  

Energetic & Rhythmic  
Electronic  .15ŧ .01  
Hip-hop  -.07 .05  
Soul  -.09 .08*  

Mean   .09 .09  
         
 
Note.  Results are correlation coefficients among target music preferences for each music genre and the convergence 
between target self-ratings and stereotype-ratings for each music stereotype. UTCS = University of Texas College 
Student Sample; ESCS = Eugene Springfield Community Sample. 
ŧ p < .10, one-tailed. * p < .05, one tailed. ** p < .01, one-tailed.
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Table 7 
 
Summary of Stereotype Validity Across Big Five Personality Dimensions as a Function of Age. 
 
              
                 
 Age Groups 

____________________________________________________________ 
 

  17 to 25 26 to 45 46 to 55 56 to 65 66 to 75 76 to 95 Mean 
Music Prototype (n = 82) (n = 52) (n = 170) (n = 176) (n = 102) (n = 84)   
Reflective & Complex       
 Blues .34** .35** .04 .25** -.05 -.05 .15 
 Classical .02 .30* .13* .20** .21* .17ŧ .17 
 Folk .19* .28* -.01 .11ŧ .11 .14 .14 
 Jazz .15ŧ .31* .15* .30** -.02 -.17 .12 
Intense & Rebellious       
 Alternative .00 .14 .22** .13ŧ -.13 -.02 .06 
 Heavy metal .24* .16 .13* .03 .07 .02 .11 
 Rock .24* .26* .05 -.02 .00 .13 .11 
Upbeat & Conventional       
 Country -.04 .17 .06 .05 .06 .00 .05 
 Pop .00 .07 -.08 .02 .01 .10 .02 
 Religious .17ŧ .18ŧ .09 .08 .18* .27** .16 
 Soundtracks/theme songs -.05 .02 -.07 .13* .26** -.03 .04 
Energetic & Rhythmic       
 Dance/electronica .13 .11 .05 -.01 -.07 -.04 .03 
 Rap/hip-hop -.04 .03 .03 .05 .09 .14 .05 
 Soul/R&B -.11 .20ŧ .19** .23** .00 -.13 .06 
 
Mean  .09 .19 .07 .11 .05 .04  
              
 
Note.  Results are correlation coefficients among target music preferences for each music genre and the convergence 
between target self-ratings and stereotype-ratings for each music stereotype.   
ŧ p < .10, one-tailed. * p < .05, one tailed. ** p < .01, one-tailed.
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Table 8 
 
Factor Loadings of the 25 Music Attributes on Three Varimax-Rotated Principal Components. 
 
         Music-Attribute Factors 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
Attribute             Energy     Positive Affect       Introspection           
Energetic .90 -.07 .30 
Fast .87 -.15 .02 
Loud .85 -.36 -.02 
Enthusiastic .81 .08 .41 
Slow -.76 .07 .47 
Frank .71 -.17 -.06 
Rhythmic .70 -.09 .50 
Relaxed -.70 .50 .26 
Acoustic -.65 .46 .06 
Electric .57 -.47 -.24 
Simple -.57 .14 -.06 
Happy -.19 .92 .00 
Optimistic -.03 .89 .13 
Uplifting -.25 .76 .35 
Pleasant -.34 .75 .45 
Angry .50 -.74 -.05 
Bitter .47 -.64 -.07 
Romantic -.13 .62 .34 
Sad -.04 -.59 .55 
Emotional .06 .03 .91 
Reflective .02 .05 .91 
Dreamy -.21 .50 .78 
Clever .23 .33 .70 
Boastful .49 -.27 -.52 
Singing .02 .03 .11   
Note. All factor loadings |.40| or larger are underlined; the highest factor loadings for each 
dimension are listed in bold typeface.
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Table 9 
Effects of Music Attributes and Genres on Cue-Utilization and Validity. 
 
 
                 Observer utilization of music attributes and genres                                 Validity of music attributes and genres    
 
         Adjusted R²        ∆ Adjusted R²    Adjusted R²        ∆ Adjusted R² 
 

  Music-attribute     Music-genre    Step 1: M.gen. Step 1: M.att.      Music-attribute     Music-genre    Step 1: M.gen. Step 1: M.att.  
Criterion Measures                      factors     dimensions    Step 2: M.att. Step 2: M.gen.           factors     dimensions    Step 2: M.att. Step 2: M.gen.  
Attributes contribute more 

B5-Agreeableness .73** .16** .60** .03* -.01 -.02 -.01 -.02 
B5-Emotional Stability .56** .11* .44** -.01 .12** -.02 .10* -.03 
B5-Conscientiousness .60** .27** .37** .03* .05ŧ .01 .03 -.02 
RVS-Love .67** .21** .47** .01 .08* .03 .04 .00 
RVS-Inner harmony  .50** .10* .44** .04* .03 .19** -.01 .15** 
RVS-Forgiveness  .62** .19** .42** .00 .06ŧ .03 .03 -.01 
RVS-A world at peace  .62** .20** .42** .00 .00 .03 .03 .06ŧ 
RVS-A world of beauty  .64** .23** .41** .01 .06ŧ .05 .06ŧ .05 
RVS-True friendship  .43** .11* .29** -.03 -.01 .02 -.03 .00 
RVS-Self-respect  .19** -.04 .27** .04 -.03 -.01 -.03 -.02 
RVS-Courage  .14** -.05 .15** -.04 -.02 -.01 -.04 -.03 
RVS-Ambition  .08* -.02 .09* .00 -.01 .09* -.01 .09* 
Negative affect .46** .14** .36** .07* .00 -.05 .00 .05 

Genres contribute more 
RVS-Social recognition  .20** .46** .04* .30** .00 .03 .00 .04 
RVS-An exciting life  .25** .34** .08* .17** .01 .02 -.01 -.01 
RVS-A comfortable life  .12** .25** .04 .16** .08* -.02 .09* .01 
RVS-National security  .07* .16** .02 .11* .00 .05 -.02 .04 
Self-esteem .07* .29** .03 .25** .04 .04 .01 .02 
Positive affect .13** .26** .02 .15** .03 .04 -.01 .00 

Both contribute 
B5-Openness to Experience .18** .23** .18** .23** .04 .01 .03 .00 
B5-Extraversion .25** .28** .12** .16** .03 .08*    .01 .05 
RVS-Wisdom  .30** .19** .25** .14** .05ŧ .07ŧ .01 .04 
RVS-Salvation  .44** .34** .22** .11** -.03 .02 -.04 .01 
RVS-Family security  .40** .43** .18** .22** .02 .11* .04 .13** 
RVS-Intellect  .27** .27** .17** .16** -.01 .00 -.03 -.02 
RVS-Imagination  .17** .22** .12** .17** -.01 .26** -.03 .24** 

                     
Note. B5 = Big Five; RVS = Rokeach Values Survey; M.gen. = Music-genre dimensions; M.att. = Music-attribute factors. ŧ p < .1; * p < .05; ** p < .01. 



 

 
Figure 1. Stereotypes about the personality of four prototypical music fans.  
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Figure 2. Stereotypes about the personal qualities of four prototypical music fans. 
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Figure 3. Stereotypes about the values of four prototypical music fans. 
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Figure 4. Stereotypes about the drug and alcohol preferences of four prototypical music fans. 
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