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Abstract 

Various studies have been exploring the numerous determinants form our 
musical tastes and some review papers classify them in a discursive manner to 
provide a more holistic understanding of the determinants. This study, as a 
similar endeavor, depicts the mains determinants of our musical preferences 
categorized with regards to our musical perception process via a graphical 
model. After dividing the internal and external factors, the model provides a 
layer-based structure illustrating both musical taste determinants and modes 
of investigation. This paper provides three layers of determinants. The basic 
layer reflects the trace of more fundamental aspects of music on our musical 
tastes, like tempo as well as aggressive or happy as perceived attributes. The 
classification layer discusses on the trace of some classes in musical apprecia-
tions, like genre and Big Five Model. As lastly, the skimmed layer, as the midst 
layer, illustrates the newly-developed factors summing up the determinants of 
our musical taste. The introduced three layers also classify the external deter-
minants of our musical taste. Consequently, this study not only provides a 
more holistic understanding of the determinants but also reflects the gap 
among the conducted studies to provide a platform for further investigations. 
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1. Introduction 

Music is interwoven with our lives and implanted in our cultural and social en-
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vironments over the ages. Nowadays, music is a ubiquitous form of art, cohe-
rently connected to people’s everyday lives. Being among the most popular lei-
sure activity, so much time and money, as well as energy, is being spent on it 
(Schäfer, Sedlmeier, Städtler, & Huron, 2013). Many people pursue activities re-
lated to music and strive to present more satisfactory products. Thus, musical 
appreciation is a crucial issue for various aspects and very diverse people from 
music teachers to composers, performers, and producers. It can change the 
musical education activities, impact on performances, influence on production, 
and penetrate to marketing activities. It concerns the musical experience as a 
unique aspect of music. 

Music preference is among the interests of many researchers in aesthetics, 
philosophy, psychology, musicology, and neuroscience. However, music taste 
studies experienced some fluctuations over history. Hevner’s work in 1936 is 
among the earliest experimental research on musical preferences (Hevner, 1936). 
Although in 1950 Farnsworth discussed much on musical preference, from the 
1930s to 1970s was the period of stagnation in the music appreciation explora-
tions, which is followed by a revival period after 1970s (Leblanc, 1982). “The 
question of why different people like different music … has received much at-
tention from researchers especially in the last two decades” (Schäfer & Sedlmei-
er, 2010). Although it just takes a few seconds to decide whether to ignore un-
pleasant music piece or to buy the album by pleased listeners (Greenberg, Ba-
ron-Cohen, Stillwell, Kosinski, & Rentfrow, 2015), various specialists have re-
vealed many variables influencing on music preferences including musical 
attributes, the listener’s characteristics, performance issues, and environmental 
conditions; they constructed models and developed theories to give insight and 
to facilitate the understanding of musical tastes, though it is still an elusive 
not-solved issue. 

Researchers have discovered a vast number of influential parameters on mus-
ical appreciation. The parameters, called as determinants of our musical taste, 
are categorized differently by various reviewers, with the hope of attaining a ho-
listic insight on the determinant’s roots. Wapnick published a comprehensive 
review and summarized the parameters via three categories: musical characteris-
tics pertaining to musical stimuli, situational variables relating to community 
and social issues, and subjective variables including listener’s character and per-
sonality (Wapnick, 1976). Finnäs via his extensive study reviews the determi-
nants in four groups: specific characteristics of music, familiarity with music, 
“intramusically” and “intrapersonally” oriented factors, and social effects 
(Finnäs, 1989). Similarly, music preference determinants are also reviewed by 
focusing on music instruction and musical characteristics by Sink and Teo re-
spectively (Sink, 1992; Teo, 2003). More recently, Schäfer & Sedlmeier make 
another review on studies by concentrating on cognitive functions, emotional 
functions, physiological arousal, cultural and social functions, repetition and fa-
miliarity, and characteristics of music and listener; they found them all influen-
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tial on musical appreciation, though in varying levels of importance (Schäfer & 
Sedlmeier, 2010). 

Despite various attempts, the review papers do not propose a robust model to 
provide a more holistic insight on our music tastes determinants. The review 
papers are not univocal; despite some similarity, they categorized the influential 
factors differently, convoluting the roots of the determinants. In addition, in 
contrast to the discursive manner of the most review papers, a very few number 
of studies propose graphical layout. Every single discursive or graphical review 
papers have its unique perspective, to sum up the determinants. Despite the ex-
istence of numerous studies, there is still no conclusive theory of music prefe-
rence; “we are still far from having full insight into mechanism that make us like 
it” (Schäfer & Sedlmeier, 2010). Little is known about the roots and determi-
nants of our musical tastes, and how it is investigated entirely. 

This study, by scrutinizing several studies, aims to propose a graphical model 
for the music taste determinants and reflects how they are investigated in gener-
al. Started by extensive literature explorations and arranging a large number of 
studies, this study by introducing an initiative graphical layout strives to make a 
robust platform to give a better insight on the determinants, to reflect the gap 
and flaws among the conducted studies, to provide an assistive tool to design 
future studies in a more conscious manner, and finally to be a trigger to over-
come the elusive subject of musical appreciation. 

Worth mentioning, in contrast to the conventional papers proposing gist of 
the paper and supporting through the study, this paper proposes a basic raw 
model to make an overall perception and then completes it over the paper to fa-
cilitate data digestions. Accordingly, at first, a raw graphical layout is proposed 
in a way to reflect both the origin of the determinants and the way researchers 
conducted their studies in general. The graph illustrates the determinants via two 
main groups: Internal factors and External factors. In addition, among each group, 
the determinants are divided into two layers: Basic Layer and Classification Layer. 
Thus, after providing a matrix-like graph to gain a general understanding of the 
layout in the next part, the third and forth parts respectively focus on the Internal 
and External factor more in-depth. The determinant attributes within each cate-
gory are then discussed with regards to the layer-based structure of the graph. 
Accordingly, during the paper progress, much more details are being integrated 
to the graph. Finally, arising from a very recent fruitful research, a new layer of 
determinants is then placed within the graph, discussed in the fifth part of the 
paper. The introduced layer of studies not only covers the most recent investiga-
tions but also reflects the substantial potential that exists in this layer, which still 
needs further explorations. Consequently, the graph which is completed during 
the paper progress provides a more in-depth understanding on the determinants 
of our musical taste and provides a platform for further investigation design. 
Please consider, through the paper, the outcomes of the conducted studies are 
presented in an accurately classified manner to support the graph integration, 
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though discussed briefly to keep the review paper concise. 

2. Graphical Layout of Previous Studies 

There are two graphical models among the proceedings on musical tastes; each 
model has a particular perspective in providing the models. LeBlanc in his fruit-
ful attempts collected a great variety of influential variables on musical prefe-
rences and finally provided a model to reflect the parameters in a hierarchical 
system. Proposed in 1980 and edited in 1981, the model illustrated the respond-
ing mode to musical stimuli in a glance via eight hierarchical variant roots; “flow 
of information” is the root of this graph (Droe, 2006). In 1986 the model inte-
grated with the sources of the variables: 1) physical characteristics of the music 
itself, 2) cultural environment in which the listener lives and 3) personal charac-
teristics of the listeners (LeBlanc & Sherrill, 1986). A more recent graphical 
model, called as “Reciprocal feedback model of musical response”, reflects the 
process of like/dislike reaction to music (Hargreaves, MacDonald, & Miell, 
2005). This graphical model mentions the root of the musical tastes via music 
related issues (genre, familiarity, complexity, live, recorded), situations and con-
texts (social and cultural contexts, presence/absence of others), and listener 
(gender, age, personality, musical knowledge), which all gathered in an instant 
decision making procedure. In both graphical models and other discursive stu-
dies, musical attributes, personal issues, and environmental conditions are the 
most discussed roots of musical preferences. 

Our model is initiated on a simplified decision-making process, starting from 
listening to music to the immediate like-dislike reaction, regardless of the 
long-lasting effects of music and its trace on musical preferences. Generally 
speaking, music starts its journey as an audible stimulus; an individual by his 
unique personal attributes receives them under an environmental condition, and 
perceives some attributes of the music; then the first preference decision can be 
made. This general process reflects four primary roots: The basic musical 
attributes, our personal issues, environmental conditions, and the perceived 
attributes. Regarding the conducted investigations, these four issues are divided 
into two parts: Intra-music factors including the basic music attributes and 
so-called perceived psychological attributes, and Extra-music factors including 
personal attributes and environmental conditions (Figure 1, top part). As the 
model shows, the basic music attributes stimulate some musical qualities as the 
perceived attributes; a single-sided arrow reflects this one-sided relation. More-
over, the reciprocal interrelations between the personal issues and environmen-
tal conditions are illustrated by the double-sided arrow between the factors in 
the model. Worth noting, the order of the influential factors on the deci-
sion-making process of the listener are just arranged in a way to facilitate the 
perception of the model, though, in reality, all these four categorical attributes 
interrelate concurrently, as the music plays in time. 

There are a large number of attributes, known as determinants or variables, in  
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Figure 1. Main source of music attributes. 

 
each of these four illustrated categories. Many researchers design their research 
by focusing on a few attributes within each group. On the other hand, instead of 
concentrating on some specific attributes, other researchers focus on musical 
classifications as a collection of various attributes. For example, instead of con-
cerning tempo and mode as primary musical attributes, the genre as a represent-
ative of some characteristics is being investigated. Similarly, some studies focus 
on personality types in music taste studies instead of concerning some vivid 
personal attributes. The model illustrates this set of studies concerning the sum 
of different characteristics in Classification Layer, while the attribute-based 
modes of studies are presented in Basic Layer (Figure 1). Although the model 
integrates over the paper, there are rare studies outside of these layers. 

Rooted either in basic or classification layers, some studies aim to find a direct 
relationship between the variables and musical preferences; while other studies 
find a relationship between the attributes either within one classification or be-
tween the categories. For instance, some studies directly explore the effect of 
tempo as a basic music attribute or genre as a musical classification on music 
appreciations; while other studies investigate the relationship between the lis-
tener's gender and the preferred tempo. In contrast to the first set of studies that 
directly concern musical satisfaction, the later studies indirectly cooperate in 
music preferences. Worth mentioning, the direct relationship between the va-
riables and musical preferences is mostly investigated among intra-music factors 
and the basic layers of study involving musical qualities. Regarding the viability 
of the studies, expectedly, the extra-music factors are mostly investigated in rela-
tion to the intra-music factors, either with or without concerning musical prefe-
rences. Over the paper, the studies are discussed by concerning their direct and 
indirect influences on musical preferences. 

3. Intra-Music Factors 

The intra-music factors concern the determinants of musical appreciations 
within the realm of music. The intra-music oriented investigations, as Figure 2 
shows, have three main categories: 1) Basic Musical Attributes covers the fun-
damental notions in the musical realm, like tempo, rhythm, harmony and so on. 
2) Perceived Attributes, also called as psychological attributes, concerns the 
main characteristics of music, like descriptive words ascribed to a music, such as 
happy, sad, sorrowful, fearful, and aggressive, and etc. 3) Musical Classifications  
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Figure 2. Intra-music factors. 

 
considers the integral categorization of music pieces, either via its basic musical 
attributes or perceived attributes or a combination of both (Figure 2). The sub-
sequent sections discuss each category separately. 

3.1. Basic Musical Attributes—Basic Layer 

The first set of studies explores the direct relationship between the basic musical 
parameters and musical appreciation. These investigations consider the most 
rudimentary musical terms, including tempo, rhythm, pitch, harmony, loudness, 
complexity, melody, dissonances, and even the language of the lyrics, which all 
covers in the Basic Layer of determinants. Investigating the general relationship 
between basic musical attributes and musical appreciation forms the first mode 
of investigation in this category. For example, there is a consistent finding on 
musical harmony that the octave, perfect fifth, and perfect fourth are respectively 
the most preferred consonant intervals, in contrast to diminished second having 
the most repulsive dissonant intervals (Davies & Barclay, 1977). In a similar 
vein, V-I is the most preferred cadence, which never substitutes for any other 
progression as well as the inversions (Rosner & Narmour, 1992). Another study 
shows the enjoyment follows an inverted U-shape in complexity level of 
non-vocal music pieces; a moderate complexity level is the most preferred range 
from simplicity to hardly complex musical compositions (Gordon & Gridley, 
2013). Teo, similar to Wapnick (Wapnick, 1980), shows that pitch does not sig-
nificantly influence musical preferences, and both high and low pitch had played 
a part in musical satisfactions (Teo, 2003). Lastly, another study shows that lan-
guage has a direct influence on musical preferences; comparing English and 
German, listeners prefer the familiar over the unfamiliar language of lyric 
(Gosselin, 2017). 

As the second mode of investigation, some scholars apply limitations to either 
make their study doable or compare the results between the limited categories. 
For example, in a study limited to children, higher preference rate is observed in 
higher tempo; it shows, a “strong positive correlation between increases of tem-
po and higher preference ratings” for children (LeBlanc & McCrary, 1983). 
Another study limited to musicians shows that listeners generally preferred the 
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increased levels of tempo for slow excerpts and the decreased tempo for original 
music pieces (Geringer, 2010; Yarbrough, 1987). Furthermore, many studies 
compare the trace of basic musical attributes on musical appreciation among 
different categories, like comparing graduate and undergraduate students 
(Geringer, 1976) as well as males and females; for instance, LeBlanc and Sherrill 
explore the effect of genders on preferred singer’s gender (LeBlanc & Sherrill, 
1986). 

In contrast, other studies apply some limitations to mainly discover the prefe-
rence roots, though they also illustrate the relationship between basic musical 
attributes and musical preferences. These studies, gradually increasing among 
the neuroscientists, apply demographical limitations to the audiences. For in-
stance, a study limited to 4-month old infants shows that “infants are biological-
ly prepared to treat consonance as perceptually more pleasing than dissonance.” 
(Zentner & Kagan, 1998). Although the investigation shows more satisfaction is 
achievable by a consonant, the study mainly reflects the biological root of the 
consonant preference. The idea is followed by other researchers and resulted in 
discovering the relationship between the pitch notes and the physiological neu-
rons sensing the frequency (Tramo, Cariani, Delgutte, & Braida, 2001). Please 
consider, this type of study should not be mixed with another set of studies ex-
ploring the relationship between musical attribute preferences and biological 
attributes like brain empathy level, brain type, and so on; these studies concern 
more with the extra-music factors, rather than intra-music attributes, to find its 
direct impact on musical preference among the limited number of listeners. 

The last mode of studies considers more than one parameter simultaneously, 
to find their correlations and their importance hierarchy on musical apprecia-
tions. For example, considering both scale and tempo, a study shows that the 
order of enjoyment range is fast major, slow minor, fast minor, slow major 
(Husain, Thompson, & Schellenberg, 2002). Another study, comparing intensity 
and consonance shows that intensity was the more significant determinant of 
preference; the effect of dissonance on preference was negligible (Martindale & 
Moore, 1990). About the importance of pitch, tempo, and timber in a melody, a 
study shows the timber of melody is more kept in our memory than pitch and 
tempo, though melody identification is independent of the mentioned surface 
features (Schellenberg & Habashi, 2015). Although many paper reviews sum-
marize the influential factors on music preferences like tempo, rhythm, pitch, 
harmony, and loudness (LeBlanc, 1981; North & Hargreaves, 2008), some paper 
reviews make their endeavors to provide an order for the influential factors on 
musical preferences. For example, Finnäs conclude that higher preference tends 
to be aroused orderly by fast tempos and distinct rhythm, coherent melodies, 
absence of pronounced dissonances, and a moderate degree of complexity 
(Finnäs, 1989). 

Consequently, three investigation modes exist in exploring the direct rela-
tionship between basic musical attributes and musical appreciation, including 
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exploring the trace of limited number of attributes on musical appreciation in 
general, investigations within limited participants to compare the outcome 
among the categories or reflect the root of the musical preferences, and lastly 
considering various attributes to reflect the importance hierarchy. Since these 
attributes are the rudimentary attributes of music, there is just direct investiga-
tion of their trace on musical appreciation. 

3.2. Perceived Attributes—Basic Layer 

Another set of studies concerns the interrelation between perceived psychologi-
cal attributes and musical taste. As Frijda made an extensive discussion (Frijda, 
2008), emotion in music is an extensively discussed issues in musicology. Some 
scholars believe that “music does not, of course, literally contain or express emo-
tion.” (Evans & Schubert, 2008); while as psychologists also confirm (Juslin & 
Sloboda, 2001), many musicians believe that music can express, induce, change, 
strengthen, and mitigate emotion (Schäfer & Sedlmeier, 2010). Even some scho-
lars discuss the relationship between expressed and perceived emotion 
(Gabrielsson, 2002; Evans & Schubert, 2008). Despite the existence of different 
points of view, according to Davies, “we ascribe an emotion to a music since 
there are similarities between expressing a particular emotion and as a music 
sounds to us!” (Davies, 2003). Regarding the fact that music is one of the most 
efficient means for triggering moods, at least, we can feel an emotion in response 
to music. 

Many scholars reflect the trace of perceived attributes or emotion on musical 
satisfaction. Not only they investigate on what emotions can a music express, but 
also they explore on its direct effect on musical appreciations. As Finnäs in his 
fruitful review paper discussed the precedent studies (Finnäs, 1989), the trace of 
38 emotions and attributes are listed and investigated in more recent studies 
(Juslin & Laukka, 2004; Lindström, Juslin, Bresin, & Williamon, 2003; Rentfrow 
et al., 2012). According to the papers, the perceived attributes do not possess the 
same significance value while concerning musical appreciation; happiness, sad-
ness, fear, anger, and tenderness, and love are the most robust reflector of musical 
tastes. Accordingly, some studies limit their scope with the fewer number of emo-
tions (Eerola & Vuoskoski, 2013). Although this type of studies criticized by not 
having a clear definition for the attributes (Cespedes-Guevara & Eerola, 2018), 
and neglecting social context (Juslin & Laukka, 2004), many studies investigate 
the direct relationship between the perceived attribute and musical satisfaction. 

Another set of studies by exploring the relationship between the perceived 
attributes and other factors like basic music attributes indirectly concern the 
trace of emotion in musical appreciations. As Rigg suggested the influential ef-
fect of tempo on emotional suggestiveness (Rigg, 1940), fast tempo indicates 
happiness and restlessness, slow tempo express dignity, calmness, and sadness 
(Hevner, 1937). Another more recent study confirms that fast tempos associate 
with other terms such as happy, fear, and anger (Gabrielsson & Lindström, 
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2001). Apart from the trace of musical tempo on arousal, there is a relationship 
between the musical mode (major/minor) on musical mood (happy/sad) 
(Husain et al., 2002); even musical structure influence on the perceived emo-
tional expression (Gabrielsson & Lindström, 2001). Lastly, Guevara and Eerola 
in 2018 made a review on various studies, and tabulated a list of relationships 
between the basic musical parameters and musical psychological attributes 
(Cespedes-Guevara & Eerola, 2018). Consequently, this set of studies by explor-
ing the relationship between the basic musical attributes and the perceived 
attributes indirectly reflect musical appreciations, though not concerning musi-
cal taste. 

3.3. Musical Classifications—Classification Layer 

This set of studies concern musical classifications and their trace on musical sa-
tisfaction. Every single music attribute can be a root for classifications, like tem-
po (fast/slow), timber (vocal/instrumental), instrumental texture (monopho-
ny/polyphony), and even perceived attributes (sad, happy, scary, and tender) 
(Vuoskoski, Thompson, McIlwain, & Eerola, 2012). Although these studies have 
a trace of classification, they are located in the basic layer of studies instead of 
classification layer (Figure 2). This group of studies involves the categorization 
based on different factors, for example, categorizing music into serious and light, 
or dividing them into folk, art, and popular music which “each of these three is 
distinguishable from the others according to certain criteria” (Tagg, 1982). As 
another method of classification, we may find one parameter as a primary factor 
accompanied by some secondary issues; for example categorizing music based 
on context as liturgical/secular, location as western/non-western (Teo, 2003), era 
or historical features as tonal/atonal or tonal/post-tonal (Tymoczko, 2010). In 
this case classifications is not merely basin on one attribute, accordingly can be 
regarded in the musical classification studies. Among the variety of classification 
in musical studies concern musical appreciation, finally, 3 groups are discussed 
briefly as evidence of this mode of investigation on musical taste: Genre, Four 
music groups, and Big Five Model. 

Genre as a musical categorization is probably the most popular music de-
scriptor and organizer of large digital music databases. There is a bunch of data 
in our digital-oriented world that shows a direct relationship between the music 
preference and genre, as it is reported country and rock are the most favorite 
music genres in America (Backus, 2018). YouTube, Pandora, Spotify, Amazon 
Prime Music, and other worldwide music sources by having access to the digital 
data provide periodic reports on each music genre preferences in various geo-
graphical or listener’s ages (Swanson, 2015; Delmonte, 2017; Lopes, 2018). Fur-
thermore, genre has penetrated into studies on musicology; regardless of being the 
main aim or not, they reflect the direct influence of genre and musical satisfaction. 
For example, Schäfer & Sedlmeier report that rock, pop, and classical music were 
liked most in their study (Schäfer & Sedlmeier, 2009). Genre as a musical classifi-
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cation is directly considered in musical taste explorations. 
Some other studies by finding the relationship between genre and musical 

attribute indirectly cooperate on musical preferences. If genre is an intrinsic 
attribute or extrinsic description of music (Aucouturier & Pachet, 2003), the re-
lationship between the musical attributes and musical genre is an ongoing plat-
form for studies. For example, some scholars reflect the relationships between 
genre and repeating patterns in rhythmic or melodic sequence (Lin, Liu, Wu, & 
Chen, 2004), music lyrics (Neuman, Perlovsky, Cohen, & Livshits, 2016) timbre, 
rhythm and pitch (Brecheisen, Kriegel, Kunath, & Pryakhin, 2006). Further-
more, by applying and discovering the relationship between the genre and mus-
ical features, many studies compete on automatic genre classifications (Rosner et 
al., 2014; Vatolkin, Rötter, & Weihs, 2014; Cheng, Yang, Lin, Liao, & Chen, 
2008). Although genre categorization has traditionally been performed manually 
and “human beings were not able to classify correctly more than 76% of the mu-
sic pieces” (Lippens, Martens, & De Mulder, 2004), nowadays by considering 
multiple features of music, automatic genre classification increases the accuracy 
of classification to 80% (Costa, Oliveira, Koerich, Gouyon, & Martins, 2012; Lo 
& Lin, 2010; Costa, Oliveira, Koerich, & Gouyon, 2012). Consequently, genre as 
the most well-acknowledged music classification cooperates in music preference 
studies in both direct and indirect manner. 

In contrast to genre mostly involve basic musical attributes, the main four 
groups of music and the big five model concern more about the perceived 
attributes and emotions in music pieces (Figure 2). Thus, each category in both 
groups named in a way reflects the perceived attribute it may raise. Rentfrow & 
Gosling introduce the main four music groups as Reflective & Complex, Intense 
& Rebellious, Upbeat & Conventional, and Energetic & Rhythmic (Rentfrow & 
Gosling, 2003). In big five model, known as MUSIC called after their acronyms, 
consists of Mellow (smooth and relaxing, romantic), Unpretentious or Urban 
(uncomplicated, relaxing, unaggressive, rhythmic and percussive music), So-
phisticated (complex, dynamic, and inspiring attributes), Intense (loud, aggres-
sive, forceful, and energetic, not relaxing), and Contemporary or campestral 
(percussive, electric, and not sad) (Rentfrow, Goldberg, & Levitin, 2011). 

In contrast to the long background of genre, these recently-developed modes 
of classifications have been employed in various studies on musical preferences. 
These classifications mostly exist in studies that indirectly cooperate with musi-
cal preferences; many studies explore the relationship between genre and the 
classes. For example, R & C mostly relates to blues, jazz, classical, and folk mu-
sic, I & R relates to rock, alternative, and heavy metal music, U & C relates to 
country, soundtracks, religious, and pop music, and E & R relates to 
rap/hip-hop, soul/funk, and electronic/dance music (Rentfrow & Gosling, 2003). 
Similarly, among the big five model, each group correlated with some genres: M 
(soft rock, R&B, and adult contemporary), U (country and folk), S (classical, 
operatic, avant-garde, world beat, and traditional jazz), I (classic rock, punk, 
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heavy metal, and power pop), and C (rap, electronica, latin, acid jazz, and eu-
ro-pop) (Rentfrow et al., 2011). Arising from these relationships, Short Test Of 
Music Preferences (STOMP) and its revised version (STOMP-R) are also intro-
duced to extract musical taste based on genre satisfactions. These categorizations 
need further investigations on directly-concerned musical tastes. Regarding the 
aim of the study, having few but the most robust examples suffices to confirm 
the existence of musical classifications in musical preference studies, either in a 
direct or an indirect manner. 

4. Extra-Music Factors 

Apart from the factors within the realm of music, there are some external factors 
that affect our musical preference. They are like secondary issues interrelating 
our musical taste. Although some studies directly concern the relationship be-
tween external factors and musical tastes, most of the studies explore the rela-
tionship between extra-music factors and intra-music factors which indirectly 
cooperate with our musical preferences. As Figure 3 shows, the extra-music 
factors consist of two main categories that interact with each other: the listener’s 
attributes shared for various music pieces, and environmental condition shared 
among various listener of a performance. The personal and environmental issues 
are the roots of these variables, which are discussed separately in both basic and 
classification layers. 

4.1. Personal Attributes—Basic Layer 

Researchers always consider personal issues as one of the primary roots of our 
musical tastes; even many researchers explore the impact of various personal 
attributes, either permanent or temporal, on musical preferences. Starting from 
the most stable long-lasting features and characteristics of listeners, many stu-
dies discuss the interrelation between musical appreciation and age, ethnicity, 
gender (LeBlanc, Jin, Stamou, & McCrary, 1999), social class, family background 
(Finnäs, 1989), and education (LeBlanc, Sims, Siivola, & Obert, 1996). For in-
stance, Finnäs in his review paper echoes that music is more important for 
younger; comparing older adults, they are more open to diverse music and have  

 

 
Figure 3. Extra music factors. 
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a fewer prejudiced attitude toward certain kinds of music (Finnäs, 1989). On the 
other hand, several studies investigate the relationship between personal attributes 
and preferred attributes of music, indirectly cooperate on our musical taste. For 
example, as the listeners’ sex influences on their vocal vibrato preferences 
(LeBlanc & Sherrill, 1986), females like popular music styles more than males 
(Rawlings & Ciancarelli, 1997); adversely, males prefer louder and enhanced bass 
and sad music more than females (Chamorro-Premuzic, Fagan, & Furnham, 
2010; McCown, Keiser, Mulhearn, & Williamson, 1997). Even the listener’s oc-
cupation has an influence on tempo preferences (Foley, 1940). The trace of race 
exists in musical preferences; listeners with strong racial associations prefer to 
listen to music that communicates about their racial identities (Marshall & 
Naumann, 2018). 

Among the more permanent attributes, the physiological factors influence on 
musical tastes. For example, the empathy levels of the brain positively correlated 
with preferences for mellow music including in R&B, soul, adult, contemporary, 
and soft rock genres, and negatively correlated with preferences for intense mu-
sic exists in punk, heavy metal, and hard rock genres (Greenberg et al., 2015). As 
there is a relation between brain type and satisfactory instrumental acoustic fea-
tures (Greenberg et al., 2015), the preferred tempo range relates to the frequency 
of the motor cortex of the listener’s brains. Although “every individual has a 
preferred musical tempo, which peaks slightly above 120 beats per minute”, the 
preferred tempo relates to neural activity explaining individual variations 
(Bauer, Kreutz, & Herrmann, 2015). Regardless of the more in-depth physiolog-
ical trace, these brief examples suffice to reflect the effects of physiological im-
pacts on our music tastes. 

Familiarity with music, as an individual factor, influence on our musical pre-
ferences. In contrast to painting, no relation was found between music education 
and emotional responses to music (Miu, Pițur, & Szentágotai-Tătar, 2016); oth-
erwise, having academic musical education can significantly alter our musical 
tastes (Sink, 1992). Musicians recognize familiar musical phrases better than 
non-musicians, and they are better in musical perception as well (Besson & 
Faïta, 1995). Research results also confirm musician listener enjoys more than 
non-musicians on modern jazz (Gordon & Gridley, 2013). Even familiarity with 
music pieces can positively influence their preferences. For example, there is a 
positive relationship between the frequency of listening and liking (North & 
Hargreaves, 1995), and preference of musical pieces may increase after repeated 
listening, especially music pieces with more complexity (Finnäs, 1989; Schäfer & 
Sedlmeier, 2010). Finally, scholars’ investigations confirm that familiarity with 
music realm influences on our musical preferences. 

Another set of studies investigates the impact of temporal listeners’ attributes 
on music preferences like prior mood, being under pressure, feeling tired, or 
having severe stress, and so on. As mood affects cognitive performance (Husain 
et al., 2002), temporary listener mood influences on the processing of emotions, 
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causing trait- and mood-congruent biases (Vuoskoski & Eerola, 2011); while in-
dividuals with sad prior mood were not reliably inclined to listen to sad music, 
but they all apparently found choosing happy songs inappropriate (Friedman, 
Gordis, & Förster, 2012). Comparing to painting, prior mood was considered 
more important about emotional responses to music (Miu et al., 2016). Even 
temporal condition of a composer influence on his/her musical compositions; 
those who have physical and mental stress has more originality in their melodies 
(Simonton, 1980). Consequently, all of these personal attributes categorized from 
the most permanent to the most temporal attributes can influence on our musical 
taste and their direct and indirect traces are investigated by scholars. 

4.2. Environmental Conditions—Basic Layer 

Environmental conditions influence on our preferred music pieces and musical 
tastes in general. People may listen to different music pieces while sitting home 
lonely or standing in a dance club with their friends, expecting smooth-relaxing 
music and cheerful music to rock people respectively. Many environmental is-
sues alter our musical preferences like performance atmosphere, performer’s 
gesture, time and even season. They might have a latent essence and not ac-
knowledged in many studies and accordingly criticized by some scholars. Sen-
sory perception can distinguish intra-music attributes from environmental con-
ditions. While we listen to a music in a live performance, the sound quality, 
probable variations of tempo, loudness, articulation, intonation, and deviations 
in note timing and other audible issues influencing on our musical experience 
(Gabrielsson, 2001) should be considered as intra-music factors; On the other 
hand, the performers’ gender, ethnicity, posture, and performing movements 
which are mostly visually-perceivable attributes are among the environmental 
conditions. From the sensory-based point of view, the environmental attributes 
are classified from the most already-known invisible factors like season to the 
visible factors need continuous observation like performer movements. 

The first set of studies concerns the most covert but already known environ-
mental attributes unattached to sensual perceptions, like season, time of day, and 
even geographical situation. For instance, musical selection may reflect seasonal 
influences, though refused by Yu and Kang (Yu & Kang, 2010); “To every song, 
there is a season … reflexive and complex music when primed with fall/winter 
and energetic and rhythmic and upbeat and conventional music when primed 
with spring/summer” (Pettijohn, Williams, & Carter, 2010). As having a war 
zone experience as an environmental condition may increase the length of the 
melodies (Cerulo, 1984), geographical regions and being near to centers of mus-
ical activity influence on originality of composer’s work (Simonton, 1986). These 
brief samples reflect their trace on musical appreciations, though not thoroughly 
acknowledged and need further consideration. 

The second set of variables needs a shade of sensual perception like the holis-
tic understanding of the atmosphere, which is perceivable with a glance. Fol-
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lowing the critique on disregarding the context in experimental studies on mus-
ical preferences (Konecni, 1982), North and Hargreaves “predict that the cha-
racteristics of preferred music may also vary with the situation in which that 
music is experienced”. In an extensive study on 17 verbally-described situations, 
they confirm that “musical preferences vary in a consensual manner over a range 
of listening situations” (North & Hargreaves, 1996). Similarly, another study 
confirms the importance of physical context and the presence of other people on 
emotional responses to a piece of music (Miu et al., 2016). Although studies in 
this field are scarce, the medium which music is listened through, physical con-
dition of the listening place like temperature and color, as well as, famousness of 
the performance room and performers, general attributes of the performers 
group size of an orchestration in live music may influence on our music satis-
factory level, which all need further examinations. 

In a similar vein, another set of studies reflect the environmental conditions 
that need a continuous observation, like performers’ posture, movements, and 
facial gestures, as well as their ethnicity and skin color. As Morrison discussed 
the importance of observing the performer group (Morrison, 1998), McCrary 
explored the trace of race on musical appreciations, confirmed that both black 
and white listeners provided more positive responses to their racial group 
(McCrary, 1993); similarly, another study reflects that “white subjects preferred 
[the music performed] by white performers regardless of presentation condi-
tion” (Morrison, 1998). Even the body movement of the performer plays an es-
sential role in the communication between the performer and audience, and ac-
cordingly the enjoyment rates (Broughton & Stevens, 2009). Reflecting the im-
portance of the performer existence, live music is more effective than recorded 
one on mood enhancement and relieving tension on patients (Bailey, 1983). 
Noteworthy, being related to our visual senses, the trace of these external issues 
on music preferences might be affected by simply closing our eyes over the mu-
sic experience. Consequently, the general attributes of environmental conditions, 
from obvious already known features to the changeable attributes requiring con-
tinuous observation, can be among the environmental determinants which affect 
our musical appreciations. Since not being involved in the classification, they are 
all placed in basic layer of determinants (Figure 3). 

4.3. Personality Groups and Environmental Categories  
—Classification Layer 

Apart from the personal attributes in the basic layer, personal groups as an issue 
in the Classification Layer reflect another set of determinants of our musical 
taste. Each previously discussed attributes of the listener can be a classification 
criterion, from the most permanent factors like gender and ethnicity to more 
temporal listeners’ conditions like mood and situational stress. Although each 
classification is applicable in studies, regarding the categorizations of our paper, 
the studies applying one-item classifications fit more in the basic layer of studies. 
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Instead, the categorizations consider various attributes fit more in the classifica-
tion layer of our paper (Figure 3). For example, the listeners based on the im-
portance of music to them are divided into three groups: high-, medium-, and 
low-involved listener (Ter Bogt, Mulder, Raaijmakers, & Nic Gabhainn, 2011). 
Thus, the importance of music to the listener, which can be rooted in various 
personal issues, can be classifier which fits more in the classification layer of de-
terminants.  

Music preference seems to be a psychology-oriented decision; not only perso-
nality traits can interrelate musical appreciations (Vuoskoski & Eerola, 2011), 
but also musical preferences can be indicative of an individual’s personality 
(Langmeyer, Guglhör-Rudan, & Tarnai, 2012). Accordingly, the trace of psy-
chological classifications exists in many studies on musical taste, like introvert 
and extrovert people. For instance, the investigation’s results show that “extra-
verted subjects are inclined to enjoy popular music” (Rawlings & Ciancarelli, 
1997), and they prefer upbeat and conventional and energetic and rhythmic 
types of music like rap and hip-hop, despite some gender differences 
(Langmeyer et al., 2012). Even among the musicians, extraverts showed a prefe-
rence for “emotional” music and introverts for music with formal structure 
(Payne, 1980). Introvert and Extrovert people can also be considered as an issue 
fits more on the classification layer of determinants. 

A robust classification is the main five-factor model of personality, known as 
FFM. Following Norman’s study (Norman, 1963), The model passed a long way 
to suggest that the taxonomy of personality can be described through five major 
traits: 1) Extraversion, E-type, involves an energetic approach to the social and 
material world and includes traits such as sociability, activity, and positive emo-
tionality; 2) Agreeableness, A-type, involves a pro-social and communal orienta-
tion and includes traits such as altruism, tender-mindedness, trust, and modesty; 
3) Conscientiousness, C-type, describes socially prescribed impulse control and 
goal-directed behavior; 4) Neuroticism, N-type, involves negative emotionality 
and feeling anxious, sad, and tense, it sometimes referred to through its opposite 
pole as emotional stability; 5) Openness to experience, O-type, describes the 
breadth, depth, and originality of the person’s mental and experiential life (John 
& Srivastava, 1999; McCrae, 2009). This model has applied in many studies in 
psychology as well as musicology, though SAPA project aims to improve this 
robust personality classification (Condon, 2018). FFM is accordingly visible 
among the determinants within the classifications layer. 

Worth nothing, despite being introduced in recent decades, FFM applied in 
many studies on musical taste. As a result of being in the classification layer of 
extra-music factors (Figure 3), expectedly, most of the studies applying FFM 
focuses on the relationship between each category and preferred musical 
attributes; they indirectly reflect musical taste. For example, the E-type individu-
als like happy music, and O-type prefer listening to complex music 
(Chamorro-Premuzic et al., 2010); confirmed by Langmeyer and his colleagues, 
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there are positive correlation between music preferences of O-type individuals 
and complex, intense, and rebellious music, and negative correlation for upbeat 
music (Langmeyer et al., 2012). Similarly, another study triangulating between 
FFM, musical preferences, and physiological attributes; it shows a positive cor-
relation between being an O-type, liking for sad music, and empathy level of the 
brain (Vuoskoski et al., 2012). In addition, there are some other studies consi-
dering the relationship between the FFM classification and music genres; for in-
stance, O-type participants prefer blues, jazz, classical, and folk genres 
(Greenberg et al., 2016; Langmeyer et al., 2012); E-type and A-type people prefer 
pop, soundtrack, religious, soul, funk, electronic (Greenberg et al., 2016). 

In contrast to the personality group as a category on classification layer of de-
terminant, the environmental issues have not experienced any classification in 
studies related to musical taste. Although some studies have applied some envi-
ronmental limitation, the trace of environmental issues especially via some clas-
sification are not well discussed. Thus, as Figure 3 shows, there is a gap among 
the studies on musical taste focusing on environmental conditions especially in a 
more classified manner. Future study can develop some models and explore 
their trace on musical appreciation. 

5. Skimmed Factors as a New Layer 

Regarding the proposed model of investigations, most of the studies are located 
either in the basic or classification layers, concerning Internal or External fac-
tors. Each layer has some flaws and accordingly encountered some critiques. For 
example among the internal factors, a large number of studies in the basic layer 
reflect a very diverse and uncountable number of determinants for music prefe-
rences. This large number of variables in one hand reflects the complexity of 
music preferences, on the other hand, prevents having a general understanding 
of the most influential factors on music preferences. Although some researchers 
discussed 38 perceived attributes, it is criticized they do not reflect the actual 
musical attributes that people like (Greenberg et al., 2016). Studies on the classi-
fication layer also faced many critiques. Genre as the most significant one is 
criticized by many theoreticians and researchers for being ambiguous and sub-
jective (Lippens et al., 2004; McKay & Fujinaga, 2006); “Does ‘rock’ music refer 
to The Beatles, Bob Dylan, or Jimi Hendrix? Pop music refers to Michael Jackson 
or Justin Bieber?” (Greenberg et al., 2015). Genre cannot capture information 
about an individual’s preferences accurately. Furthermore, “Genres have little to 
do with the actual characteristics of the music.” (Greenberg et al., 2015). Conse-
quently, genres are subjective annotations with illusive definitions and social 
connotations, without concerning the musical attributes, thus cannot be catego-
rized reliably (Greasley & Lamont, 2006). 

The high number of variables in the basic layer and the problematic aspects of 
classifications result in introducing a new set of study on musical preferences. 
This set of study is introduced to, on the one hand, make the uncountable num-
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ber of variables more manageable, and on the other hand to limit the problems 
within the classification layer. It is more like a summary of the primary variables, 
which reflects the most significant ones. Accordingly, the newly developed stu-
dies can fit neither in the basic layer nor classification layer, rather in a new layer 
of study in-between. They concern a limited number of significant attributes 
rooted in musical essence, without applying any classifications; this layer called 
here as Skimmed Layer (Figure 4). Although some review studies echo a hie-
rarchy for some of the influential factors, it seems they do not cover all the sig-
nificant ones; the studies on the introduced layer summarize the influential 
attributes on our musical tastes. Consequently, the Skimmed Layer is integrated 
to our model to reflect the rare but profound studies on musical preferences, as 
well as to make a platform for further investigation. 

Various attempts have made by many researchers to provide a viable list of in-
fluential attributes on our music preferences, like years of investigations by 
Greenberg and his colleagues (Greenberg et al., 2015, 2016). Finally, in a robust 
investigation with thousands of participants, they introduced three main factors 
deeply rooted in our musical taste: Arousal which reflects the energy level of the 
music, Valence that shows sad to happy emotions in the music, and Depth that 
concerns the sophistication and emotional depth in the music (Greenberg et al., 
2016). Apart from the direct relationship between these three factors and musi-
cal preferences, the study reflects the correlation between them and five perso-
nality types, as well as 38 perceived attributes of music, indirectly cooperate in 
musical taste. For example, high arousal dimension positively correlates with in-
tense, forceful, abrasive, and thrilling and negative loading of arousal correlates 
with gentle, calming, and mellow; “Highly on valence component were fun, 
happy, lively, enthusiastic and joyful and those that had high negative loadings 
were depressing and sad.” And lastly, high depth reflects intelligent, sophisti-
cated, inspiring, complex, and poetic music, and negative depth echoes the party 
music and danceable attributes (Greenberg et al., 2016). Finally, although this 
study explores the direct and indirect relationship between the three factors and 
musical preferences, this layer of studies needs further investigations especially 
among the extra-music attributes. 

 

 
Figure 4. Skimmed layer and the final layout of music taste studies. 
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6. Conclusion 

The model is the primary outcome of this study. By focusing on temporal 
like/dislike reaction to music, at first, the study reflects the main four roots of 
our music preference determinants. As the model first presents, there are four 
roots for the musical appreciation. 1) The basic musical attributes indicate the 
trace of the fundamental elements of music on our musical appreciations, like 
tempo, mode, and harmony. 2) The perceived musical attributes concern the 
comprehensible qualities of the music and how a piece of music is felt; these 
attributes can be another set of determinants of our musical taste. 3) Personal 
attributes concern the listener criteria within a spectrum from the most perma-
nent issues like gender and ethnicity to the very temporal factor, like having 
stress while listening to music. 4) The environmental conditions cover the envi-
ronmental factors from the already known issues like season and time to the 
factors that require continuous observation, including performer gestures and 
movements. Having them together in a categorized manner can provide a better 
perception of the influential factors on our musical preferences. 

The integrated model through the paper introduces three layers of determi-
nants in the exploration of musical tastes. These layers, on the one hand, by giv-
ing an insight into the musical taste determinants make a better perception of 
the conducted studies, and on the other hand, illustrate the gap among the ap-
proaches. Worth noting, the layer-based graphical model can distinguish direct 
and indirect studies on musical appreciations. Some investigations examine the 
relationship between the attributes of a layer and musical taste directly, while 
other studies concern the relationship between the attributes in different layers, 
indirectly cooperating in musical appreciation. This paper by introducing the 
three layers of determinants provides more comprehensive determinant catego-
rizations. Furthermore, by having the graph in mind, the proposed model makes 
a platform to place the musical taste studies in the graph to reflect how the study 
is generally conducted, which attributes are considered appropriately during the 
study and which attributes needed to be concerned. The proposed layer-based 
model, provides a bedrock for further investigation, to design musical taste re-
lated studies more consciously. 

In practice, the graph reflects some gaps among the studies, especially in the 
extra-music factors, to be later considered by scholars. For example, apart from 
not properly concerning the trace of environmental condition on the musical 
taste, it seems there is no significant classification for the environmental condi-
tions at all. Enthusiastic scholars can develop some environmental categories 
and explore its effects on musical appreciations. In addition, there is no study 
summarizing the environmental attributes mentioned in the basic layer; there is 
a gap in the skimmed layer of external attributes. Consequently, the graph re-
flects some gaps among the studies on musical taste determinants. 

All in all, the proposed model sheds further light on the determinants of our 
musical appreciations; it provides a more holistic perception of the conducted 
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studies, and reflects the gap among them to be considered in future investiga-
tions. Consequently, this study by proposing a model illustrates how different 
approaches have explored musical appreciation; it shows how to develop future 
inquiries, to prevent the ignorance of influential factors and to fill the gap 
among the significant attributes. In brief, we hope this study by providing a 
more holistic understanding of the determinants brings about designing studies 
more consciously and prevent neglecting influential factors in future investiga-
tions. 
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