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Anna Coker Rhodes
Randy Carden
Trevecca Nazarene University

Is Personality Related to the
Music I Like?
A Study of Music Preference
and Sensation Seeking

Past research supports the idea that music preferences are significantly predicted by
sensation seeking. The current study explored whether disinhibition, thrill and adventure
seeking, and openness to experience predict preference for music genre? The data were
analyzed using a multivariate linear regression approach. Participants were 103 (27 men, 76
women) undergraduate students at a small, private university in the southeast. The
participants listened to fourteen genres of music for twenty seconds each and Zuckerman's
Sensation Seeking Scale was administered. The results supported previous research in that
high sensation seekers preferred rock or heavy metal music and those lower on the scale
preferred classical or Christian music.

seeking scores negatively correlated with having a
Music and personality have been found to be
related in the professional literature. One example of preference for slower music. It is known that those
who have a preference for rock or heavy metal
this connection found in past research is the
music prefer it because of its arousing capabilities.
relationship between music preferences and
It is generally known that there has been
sensation seeking (McNamara & Ballard, 1999).
opposition
to rock music throughout history. Many
Zuckerman (1994, p.27) defined sensation seeking
parents have felt that rock music (including heavy
as, "the seeking of varied, novel, complex, and
metal
and rap) could influence their child's
intense sensations and experiences and the
consumption of alcohol and drugs. Others have
willingness to take physical, social, legal, and
financial risks for the sake of such experiences." Litle opposed rock music because of the violent words it
contains. Since high sensation-seeking scores have
and Zuckerman (1986) found that having a
been found to correlate with those who prefer rock
preference for rock or heavy metal music positively
music it has created fear in some parents
correlated with scores on the Sensation Seeking
(McNamara & Ballard, 1999).
Scale. Alternatively, they also found that sensation11

Zuckerman and Kuhlman (2000) found that those
high on the sensation-seeking scale have a higher
tendency of using drugs (illegal or not) and
consuming alcohol despite the known effects
psychologically, legally, and socially. Zuckerman
(1994) also found that those high on the sensationseeking scale have a greater likelihood of
participating in risky behaviors including sexual acts.
They also found that rock music attracts those high
on the sensation-seeking scale because "the sounds
are dissonant with complex rhythms and harmony"
(p. 27). High sensation-seeking scorers also prefer
rock music because of its arousal levels.
Weisskirch and Murphy (2004) hypothesized that
music preference would correlate with sensationseeking scale scores. They found that scores on the
sensation-seeking scale correlated positively with
preference for heavy metal music. They interpreted
these results by saying that those high on the
sensation-seeking scale have a need for maximum
arousal and stimulation. Arnett (1991), as cited by
Wesisskirch and Murphy (2004), also found a
correlation between those who prefer heavy metal
music and those who participate in reckless and
dangerous behavior.
Similarly, Dollinger found that music preference
was associated with a person's openness to
experience. Dollinger stated that since "open
individuals should take more pleasure in cultural and
aesthetics than those more closed to experience,
they should be inclined to favor or be interested in
different forms of music, particularly those that are
not conventionally popular" (Dollinger, 1993 p.74).
The current study asked the following question:
Are disinhibition, thrill and adventure seeking, and
openness to experience (three sensation-seeking
variables) predictors of preference for music genres?
It was specifically predicted that disinhibition scores
would positively predict a preference for heavy
metal, hip hop, and rap music and inversely predict
preferences for Christian and classical music. It was
also expected that thrill and adventure seeking
scores would positively predict preference for heavy
metal and rap music.

Method

Participants
The participants were 103 (27 men, 76 women)
undergraduate students at a small, private university
in the southeast. Participants were recruited from
five classes: human growth and development, world
civilization, social psychology, introduction to social
work, and general psychology. The participants
ranged in age from 18 — 48 with a mean age of
20.24 (S.D. = 3.51). Participants included 52
freshmen, 22 sophomores, 20 juniors, and 9 seniors.
Procedure
The study was described and the participants
signed a consent form. After agreeing to participate,
they listened to fourteen selections of music for
twenty seconds each. Each selection represented a
specific genre. The participants were asked to rate
their preference for the particular genre that the
piece represented rather than the piece itself. The
participants rated their preference for each music
genre on a Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly do not
Prefer, 5 = Strongly Prefer). No specific mention of
a genre name or type was made. Selections came
from the following genres: classic rock, reggae,
Christian, bluegrass, pop, acoustic, heavy metal,
rhythm and blues (R&B), hip hop, rock, country,
jazz, classical, and rap.
After listening to the selections, the participants
took the forty-item Sensation Seeking Scale. The
scale measured disinhibition, thrill and adventure
seeking, and openness to experience. An example of
a disinhibition item would be, "I like 'wild'
uninhibited parties." An example of a thrill and
adventure seeking item is, "I often wish I was a
mountain climber," and an example of an openness
to experience item is, "I like to explore a strange city
or section of town by myself, even if it means getting
lost." After completing the Sensation Seeking Scale,
the participants responded to a few demographic
questions (e.g. age, classification, and gender).
Instruments
Zuckerman's Sensation Seeking Scale V was
administered. The Sensation Seeking Scale is a
forty-item scale that measures disinhibition, thrill and
adventure seeking, open to experience, and
boredom susceptibility (because of weak reliability,
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the boredom susceptibility scale was not used in this
study) (Zuckerman, et al., 1978). Zuckerman
(1979) explained that those who are disinhibited
seek activities such as drinking, partying, gambling
and sex and are not as influenced by society, culture,
and race and is linked more closely to biological
traits. Zuckerman (1979) also states that those who
are open to experiences appear to explore
stimulation through the mind and senses by means of
an individualistic, nonadhering lifestyle and
participate in random, impromptu traveling.
According to Zuckerman (1979) the thrill and
adventure seeking scale is the most established
component and it is defined as participating in
physical, daring activities as a source of stimulation.
Zuckerman (1994, p.39) reported a test-retest
reliability of 0.87 for the Disinhibition subscale and
0.84 for the Thrill and Adventure Seeking subscale.
Internal consistency (alpha) ranged from 0.83 to
0.94 for the subscales. Zuckerman (1979), as cited
by Furnham and Bunyan (1988), found a correlation
of 0.55 between "sensation seeking score and peer
evaluation of the trait, and that the total score is
correlated with a variety of sexual experiences and
drug use" (p. 68). They also found that high
sensation seekers have a tendency to be more
unsettled in dull, soporific atmospheres compared to
low sensation seekers (p. 68). In addition, the
sensation seeking scale has been found to be a good
predictor of a variety of lifestyles (Furnham &
Bunyan, 1988).

Results
The data were analyzed using a multivariate linear
regression approach. The independent variables
were age, gender, disinhibition, thrill and adventure
seeking, and openness to experience. The
dependent variable was the music genre. The
significance level selected for this study was 0.05.
After analyzing the data, nine out of fourteen music
genres were significantly predicted by one or more
of the sensation seeking subscales: Christian,
Bluegrass, Heavy Metal, Rhythm and Blues (R&B),
Hip Hop, Rock, Country, Classical, and Rap.
Several findings were in the predicted direction.
A preference for Christian music was significantly
13

predicted by disinhibition scores. A significant Beta
(- 0.274, t = - 2.704, p = 0.008) showed that
disinhibition scores inversely predicted a preference
for Christian music (Table 1).
A preference for bluegrass music was significantly
predicted by openness to experience scores (Beta
0.234, t = 2.139,p = 0.035) and is summarized in
Table 2.
A preference for heavy metal music was
significantly predicted by disinhibition and thrill and
adventure seeking scores. Table 3 reports a
significant relationship for the model as well as
significant betas for disinhibition (Beta = 0.202, t=
2.117,p = 0.037) and thrill and adventure seeking
(Beta = 0.299, t = 3.072,p = 0.003).
Apreference for Rhythm and Blues (R&B) music
was significantly predicted by disinhibition scores
(Beta = 0.311, t = 3.163,p = 0.002). However,
openness to experience scores inversely predicted a
preference for R&B music (Beta = - 0.284, t = 2.698, p = 0.008). Table 4 reports these significant
relationships.
A preference for hip hop music was significantly
predicted by disinhibition scores (Beta = 0.423, t
4.489, p < 0.001) and is summarized in Table 5.
A preference for rock music was significantly
predicted by age (Beta = 0.194, t= 2.022,p =
0.046) and is summarized in Table 6.
A preference for country music was significantly
predicted by gender
(Beta = - 0.331, t = - 3.430, p = 0.001) and is
summarized in Table 7. At-test determined that
having a preference for country music was predicted
by being female. The mean for women (as shown in
Table 8) when rating country music on the Likert
scale (1 = Strongly do not Prefer, 5 = Strongly
Prefer) was 3.51 and the mean for men was 2.33 [t
(101) = -3.48,p = .001].
Apreference for classical music was significantly
predicted by disinhibition. A significant Beta (0.3 54, t = - 3.608,p = 0.001) showed that
disinhibition scores inversely predicted a preference
for Classical music (Table 9).
Apreference for rap music was significantly
predicted by disinhibition and thrill and adventure
seeking scores. Table 10 reports a significant
relationship for the model as well as significant betas

for disinhibition (Beta = 0.463, t = 5.070,p <
0.001) and thrill and adventure seeking (Beta =
0.200, t = 2.146,p = 0.034).

Discussion
The results supported previous research that
preferences for particular genres of music are
significantly predicted by sensation seeking scores.
Results from the current study found a negative
relationship between disinhibition and a preference
for Christian music, openness to experience and a
preference for R&B music, and disinhibition and a
preference for classical music. A significant, positive
relationship was found in seven genres ofmusic:
openness to experience and a preference for
bluegrass music, disinhibition and thrill and adventure
seeking and a preference for heavy metal music,
disinhibition and a preference for R&B music,
disinhibition and a preference for hip hop music, age
and a preference for rock music, gender and a
preference for country music, and disinhibition and
thrill and adventure seeking and a preference for rap
music.
Similarly, Dollinger (1993) also found that
excitement seeking was correlated with having a
strong preference for hard rock. Litle and
Zuckerman (1986) found that high sensation seekers
preferred rock/heavy metal music and those lower
on the sensation seeking scale preferred slower
music. Similar results were reflected in the current
study. McNamara and Ballard (1999) also found a
positive correlation between music preference and a
need for sensation seeking. Dollinger (1993) also
found that those who are more open to experiences
prefer music that is not as popular or conventional.
This may explain why openness to experience
significantly predicted a preference for bluegrass
music.
Weisskirch and Murphy (2004) also found that
high sensation seekers prefer rock or heavy metal
music because of its arousing qualities. This supports
the current results that found a relationship between
heavy metal, R&B, hip hop, and rap and
disinhibition. Heavy metal and rap preference was
also significantly predicted by thrill and adventure
seeking. Each of these genres of music has arousing,

up-beat qualities and can contain provocative
messages, at times.
Possible limitations of this study may include
gender and type of sample (comprised of mostly
female freshmen from a liberal arts university).
However, this study does not appear to have major
limitations because the results were consistent with
the past research that has been conducted.
For future research, others could examine
additional independent variables. For example, other
studies have examined independent variables such as
resting arousal rates, internet use, and extraversion/
introversion (McNamara & Ballard, 1999,
Weisskirch & Murphy, 2004, Dollinger, 1993).
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Table 1

Coefficients(a)
ty10 del

Standardized coefficients
t
sig
8.190
-0.109
-1.122
-0274
-2.704
0.031
0.299
-0.008
-0.075
-0.076
-0.777

Beta

(Constant)
Age
DI 9
TAS
ES
genderdurrrny

1

0.000
0.265
0.008
0.765
0.941
0.439

a. Dependent Variable:
Lb risfian

Table 2

Cceffi cientga )
IVIo del
1

Standardized Coefficients
Beta
(Constant)
Ne
DI S
TAS
ES
genderdummy

0.104
-0.100
-0.100
0.234
0.142

sig
t
1.371
1.063
-0.972
-0.955
2.139
1.422

0.173
0.290
0.334
0.342
0.035
0.168

Table 3

Cceicients(a)

MI

standardized Cbeficients
Beta
(Constant)

1

-0.080
0.202
0.299
0.118
0.063

Age
GIS
TAS
ES
genderdurrrny

t

sig
1.096
-0.874
2.117
3.072
1.169
0.674

a. Dependent Variable:
scream°

Heavy Metal (Scream]) Music ANOVA(b)
Sum of
Mean
Squares
Model
df
Square
F
Sig.
Regression
1
45.867
5
9.173 4.710 .001(a)
Residual
188.910 97
1.948
Total
234.777 102
a.Predictors: (Constant), genderdummy, Ade, DIS, TAS, ES
b.Dependent Variable: screarno
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0.276
0.384
0.037
0.003
0.240
0.502

Table 4
CI:lei cients(a )
Model

Standardized Coeficients
Beta
(Constant)
Age
DIS
TAS
ES
genderdummy

1

0.034
0.313
-0.036
-0284
-0.091

t

sig
0.000
0.723
0.002
0.726
0.008
0.348

4.162
0366
3.163
-0 362
-2 098
-0,943

a. Dependent Variable:
randb

Table 5

Coefficierts(a)
Model
1

a. Dependent
Variable: hiphop

Standardized Coefficients
Bela
(Constant)
Age
DIS
TAS
ES
genderdummy

_

-0097
0.423
-0.111
0.041
-0096

1
t

sig
6.310
-1.079
4.489
-1.163
0.406
-1.055

0.000
0283
0.000
0262
0.686
0294

Table 6

Cc. ffi°lent* )
Standardized Coeficierrts
Beta

ll'ulodel
(Constant)
Age
DI S
TAS
ES
genderdummy

1

t

sig
5.420
2.022
0.093
-0.094
-1.049
-2.598

0.194
0.009
-0.010
-0.112
-0.254

0.000
0.046
0.926
0.025
0.297
0.011

a. Dependent
Variable • ruck

Table 7

Coefficierts(a)
kulodel

1

Standardized Coefficients
Beta
(Conmrrt)
Age
DI S
TAS
ES
genderdurrmy

-0.045
0.138
-0.023
-0.001
-0.331

a. Dependent 'vriable:
country

19

t

sig
3.828
-0.474
1.390
-0.229
-0.010
-3430

0.000
0.636
0.168
0.819
0.992
0.001

Table 8

Group Statistics for T-Test

country(

Gender
1.00
2.00

N
27
76

Mean
2.3333
3.5132

S. Error
Mean
.28744
.17421

Std. Deviation
1.49368
1.51871

t (101) = -3.48, p = .001

Table 9
Coefficierts(a)
lilo del

Standardized Coeficients
Beta
(Constant)
0.156
-0.354
0.055
0.109
0.020

Age
DIS
TAS
ES
genderdummy
a. Dependent Variable:
'classical

20

t

sig
1.866
1.662
-3.608
0.646
1.043
0.209

0.067
0.100
0.000
0.586
0.299
0.835

Table 10

Standardized
Coficient

Li

Beta

sig

t

(Constant)

'1

0.001

Age

-0.101

-1.168

0.260

D IS

0.463

6 D70

0.000

TAS

0200

3.146

0.034

-0.123

-1365

0.209

0.112

1 268

0.208

ES
genderdummy
a. Dependent Variable:
rap

Rap Music ANOVA(b)
Mean
Sum of
F
Sig.
Square
, Squares . df
Model,
1 Regression 53.462
5
10.692 6.943 .000(a)
Residual - 149.373
Total

3.546

202.835

97

1.540

102

a. Predictors: (Constant), genderdurnrny, Age, DIS, TAS,
ES
b. Dependent Variable: rap

