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abstract

This study seeks to evaluate the validity of stereotypes about the sociocultural implications 

of aesthetic preferences by testing the validity of several stereotypes about musical prefer-

ences. It compares the stereotypes of what sort of conditions predispose one to generate 

more enthusiasm about heavy metal, gospel, rap, and classical music to actual data from the 

General Social Survey. It finds that stereotypes and other such unmethodogical “layperson’s 

knowledge” may contain significant elements of accuracy about real social conditions.

introduction

 Social scientists draw their understandings of social systems from a complex, heavily 

elaborated system of theory, methodology and observation that is designed to impartially 

adjudicate the accuracy of a claim about a social group outside of preconceived stereotype. 

However, for the vast majority of people who are not social scientists, knowledge about so-

cial systems is a network of intuitions which rely on assumptions and stereotypes built up as 

a consequence of a great deal of observation. The word ‘stereotype’ carries somewhat of an 

ugly connotation due to the fact that many of these assumptions are unfairly negative ones 

built by irrational and inaccurate patterns of prejudice. In other cases, though, stereotypes 

may represent merely harmless associations built up out of a large cultural-observational 

body of evidence. These “layperson’s beliefs” about social indicators are formed out of no 

theory and follow no methodology. But can they, in some cases, contain some elements of 

accuracy?

 One domain in which laypeople are constantly making social assumptions is in the 

valuation of aesthetic choices. Faced with a barrage of aesthetic choices in their fellow citi-

zens, people begin to make links between what choices are associated with a particular 

group. Moreover, since many aesthetic choices reinforce cultural solidarity amongst sub-

groups, a feedback pattern emerges in which a certain aesthetic element becomes associated 
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with one subgroup, people choose to identify with that subgroup and select its recognized 

aesthetic choices, and thus a stereotype is strengthened between an aesthetic and a social 

valuation. The examples are numerous and make up a great deal of our body of cultural sig-

naling: we assume comfortable suburban moderate liberals listen to NPR; uneducated 

lower-middle-class people with familial strife spend their evenings watching wrestling on 

the television; aspiring social climbers gravitate towards self-help and business sections of 

the bookstore.

 It is easy to dismiss these assumptions as the unilluminated prejudices of undisci-

plined observers. But what if they in fact represent an accurate amalgam of how aesthetic 

tendencies align with social patterning? Is it possible that these stereotypes are, in fact, a ge-

stalt view of social signalling with a strong connection to reality?

 This study attempts to determine the accuracy of some common perceptions of aes-

thetic stereotypes to social groups by way of statistical regression. It takes as its scope four 

stereotypical assumptions about musical tastes: that heavy metal music is an aesthetic pref-

erence held typically by young-to-middle aged medium-education whites with medium lev-

els of social capital; that gospel music is an aesthetic preference held typically by older low-

educated blacks with middling social capital; that rap music is an aesthetic preference held 

typically by young medium-education blacks with low social capital; and that classical music 

is an aesthetic preference held typically by old highly-educated whites with high social capi-

tal. It determines both to seek if these stereotypes have any basis in social evidence; if they 

do, how strongly they hold; and whether other variables might account for their correlation.

data source

 The data used is drawn from the General Social Survey (GSS), overseen by the Na-

tional Opinion Research Center of the University of Chicago, and administered by James A. 

Davis and Tom W. Smith of the University of Chicago and Peter V. Marsden of Harvard 
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University. It is partially funded by the National Science Foundation. The survey has been 

conducted on twenty-six separate occasions from 1972 to 2006, but the data used in this 

study comes from the 1993 culture module. The questions on the survey are reviewed and 

voted on by 150 social scientists from across the country and are eventually compiled by the 

Survey’s Board of Overseers.

 Data is collected using full-probability sampling design and a high response rate, and 

a number of quality checks including validation and verification are used to ensure the accu-

racy of the data. While the GSS now uses some computer-assisted personal interviewing, all 

1993 data was collected in face-to-face interviews (in a few cases by telephone). In 1993, out 

of an original 2296 samples, 1606 were completed, with a 0.849 eligibility rate and a 0.824 

response rate. The study covered only household populations, which accounts for 97.3% of 

the United States’ resident population, although 9.4% of those in the 18–24 age bracket and 

11.4% of those in the 75+ age bracket live outside of household quarters. The study meas-

ures only English speakers.

variables measured

 This study takes into account the variables of age, education, job prestige, and race as 

explanatory variables. Age is measured by a calculation between the respondent’s provided 

date of birth and the time of administration of the survey. Education is measured in total 

years in school; a separate variable that gives the actual number and type of degrees earned 

is not included in this survey. Job prestige is given by the two-digit 1989 GSS/NORC pres-

tige score and the respondent’s provided occupational industry code as outlined by the Cen-

sus Bureau’s 1980 three-digit system. Race was given by the respondent as white, black, or 

other specified; here the ‘others’ are consolidated into a single category.

 Response variables in this study are given by respondent-provided tastes in four mu-

sical categories: heavy metal, gospel, rap, and classical. Participants were asked whether 
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their preference for each type of music was “like it very much”, “like it”, “mixed feelings”, 

“dislike it”, “dislike very much”, “don’t know much about it”, or “no answer”. Here, the an-

swers have been recoded so that dislike very much is given a score of 1, dislike 2, mixed feel-

ings 3, like 4, and like very much 5. Answers of “don’t know very much” or “no answer” 

have been discarded.

Heavy metal Gospel Rap Classical

Like very much 48 356 44 281

Like 123 571 159 478

Mixed feelings 189 364 284 371

Dislike 400 197 433 263

Dislike very much 766 71 614 136

Discarded answers
     Rate of discard

80
   4.98%

47
   2.93%

72
   4.48%

77
   4.79%

Total answers 1606 1606 1606 1606

Total valid answers 1526 1559 1534 1529

Figure 1. Raw distributions of preference responsesFigure 1. Raw distributions of preference responses

 Each musical preference question in the culture module was asked of 1606 partici-

pants. Rates of discard (those giving no answer or answering with unfamiliarity) range from 

2.93% for gospel to 4.98% for heavy metal. [Figure 1] Raw distributions range significantly, 

with 50.20% of all respondents expressing very much dislike for heavy metal and only 

4.55% expressing very much dislike for gospel.

 Since this highly-subjective measure of likes and dislikes is based purely on the re-

spondent’s reaction to a certain type of music, it is not fair to assume that there is a perfect 

quantitative relationship between the variables; for example, not every response of “like very 

much” represents an equal amount of favor, a person responding “like” does not necessarily 

have quantitatively twice the favor as somebody responding “dislike”, and a response for 

“mixed feelings” for one type of music may not correspond exactly with a response of 

Nelson 4



“mixed feelings” for another in a purely scalar measure of inherent valuation. However, 

since this study is concerned with measuring self-ascribed aesthetic preference as a form of 

social signalling, we can take this response method to be accurate to a high degree for our 

purposes. For example, even if a response of “dislike very much” for a certain type of music 

represents a kneejerk prejudice rather than a rational evaluation of an individual’s valuation 

of that music, we are interested in the social image individuals wish to present by way of aes-

thetic preference. If they wish to project a certain preference for or against a type of music, 

then that is exactly what we want to know. Consequently, this study treats the aesthetic pref-

erence responses as an effectively quantitative measure, with a score of 1 indicating a strong 

dislike and 5 indicating a strong like.

 One minor element of inaccuracy to keep in mind is the ages of the respondents 

were measured in 1993, but we are working with stereotypes that come from 2007 society. 

Thus, when we consider age, an individual who might have been ‘young’ in 1993 is stereo-

typed as ‘middle-aged’ in 2007, even though their musical sensibility may be unchanged. 

This discrepancy is likely small enough to ignore if we assume that cultural stereotypes have 

not shifted dramatically from 1993 to 2007.

statistical analysis

 For each of the styles of music, we are interested in seeing what sociocultural pat-

terns are associated with different expressions of aesthetic preferences. We can thus run re-

gressions of different combinations of variables against the response variable of aesthetic 

preference for the music type. In such regression models, positive regression coefficients 

indicates that people with a greater value of the explanatory variable to stereotypically enjoy 

listening to the studied type of music to a higher degree. Negative coefficients represent the 

opposite, with people having a greater value of the explanatory variable becoming less en-

thusiastic about the particular type of music.
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 Five different models are used here to study different components of the social 

stereotypes associated with music. The first model takes into account only age, as music is 

widely perceived to socially signal one’s affiliation with a certain age group and consequently 

the aesthetic preferences of its culture. The second model takes into account only race—the 

constant representing whites, and two categorical variables determining black and other-

race groups. This model is meant to study the racial-cultural aspect of music stereotyping. 

The third model takes into account only the respondent’s occupational prestige score. It is 

meant to study whether certain types of music are stereotypically chosen by social groups to 

signal a more-prestigious lifestyle in concordance with a more-prestigious occupation. The 

fourth model includes age, education, and occupational prestige to study whether any corre-

lation between occupational prestige can be considered a spurious relationship due to the 

correlates of age and education. Finally, the fifth model takes into account age, education, 

occupational prestige, and race to control for all variables depicted in this survey.

 In the first musical style studied, heavy metal [Figure 2], the first model exhibits a 

reasonably high R-squared of 0.12, with a negative regression coefficient for age significant  

at 1% indicating a tendency for younger respondents to prefer heavy metal. Job prestige 

alone in model 3 is slightly negatively correlated, indicating lower-prestige employees tend 

to prefer heavy metal as well. Education, introduced in model 4, does not seem to have 

much of an effect on heavy metal preferences, and it does not account for the tendency of 

younger and lower-prestige respondents to prefer heavy metal. Race, in model 2, appears to 

have almost no correlation with heavy metal preferences (R-squared of 0.000), and its intro-

duction in model 5 does not change the R-squared from model 4 by a very significant 

amount (an increase in R-squared to 0.134 from 0.133). For heavy metal aesthetic prefer-

ences, the important determining factors appear to be a negative correlation with age and 

job prestige.
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heavy metal music Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Age –0.023** –0.024** –0.024**

Education –0.003 –0.004

Job prestige –0.008** –0.007** –0.007**

Black –0.041 –0.124

Other nonwhite race 0.027 –0.123

Constant 2.909** 1.880** 2.195** 3.290** 3.341**

R-squared 0.12 0.000 0.01 0.133 0.134

Observations 1521 1526 1452 1446 1446

Figure 2. Regression models for heavy metal musicFigure 2. Regression models for heavy metal musicFigure 2. Regression models for heavy metal music * Significant at 5%
** Significant at 1%
* Significant at 5%
** Significant at 1%

 

 For gospel music preferences [Figure 3], race plays a much more significant role. In 

model 2, we can see that the introduction of race alone provides an R-squared of 0.08, with 

blacks much more likely to prefer gospel than whites or other races. The preference of 

blacks even becomes slightly stronger within model 5 (regression coefficient of 0.980, up 

from 0.968). In gospel, as in heavy metal, age plays a role, although with a lower R-squared 

than in the heavy metal model (0.06 compared to 0.12). The direction of the effect, how-

ever, is opposite, with older listeners exhibiting a greater preference towards gospel. Job 

prestige appears to have a negative correlation with gospel preferences when taken alone; 

however, the introduction of education proves this correlation to be spurious, and in fact 

education is seen to have a slight negative correlation with preference for gospel. The over-

all R-squared of 0.16 in model 5 is the strongest for any of the music types studied here.
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gospel music Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Age 0.016** 0.014** 0.015**

Education –0.040** –0.032**

Job prestige –0.008** –0.004 –0.002

Black 0.968** 0.980**

Other nonwhite race –0.082 –0.002

Constant 2.878** 3.501** 3.952** 3.615** 3.284**

R-squared 0.06 0.08 0.01 0.08 0.16

Observations 1554 1559 1482 1476 1476

Figure 3. Regression models for gospel musicFigure 3. Regression models for gospel musicFigure 3. Regression models for gospel music * Significant at 5%
** Significant at 1%
* Significant at 5%
** Significant at 1%

 For rap music [Figure 4], as in gospel, model 2 exhibits an aesthetic choice that fol-

lows racial lines, although here both blacks and other nonwhites are more likely to prefer 

rap than whites with statistically significant correlates. The R-squared for model 2 is slightly 

weaker than gospel’s model 2, indicating slightly less racial tendencies in this aesthetic pref-

erence, and one less exclusively tilted towards blacks (0.06 as opposed to gospel’s 0.08). 

Model 1 reveals that younger listeners are more likely to prefer rap music, although the R-

squared of 0.09 is less than the 0.12 in model 1 for heavy metal. Job prestige has a weak cor-

relation on its own, but it is entirely accounted for by controlling age and education. Educa-

tion does not appear to have a significant impact on rap preferences when age and job pres-

tige are held constant.
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rap music Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Age –0.019** –0.019** –0.017**

Education –0.005 –0.000

Job prestige –0.005* –0.004 –0.003

Black 0.787** 0.694**

Other race 0.606** 0.474**

Constant 2.955** 1.961** 2.284** 3.152** 2.876**

R-squared 0.09 0.06 0.004 0.08 0.12

Observations 1530 1534 1459 1454 1454

Figure 4. Regression models for rap musicFigure 4. Regression models for rap musicFigure 4. Regression models for rap music * Significant at 5%
** Significant at 1%
* Significant at 5%
** Significant at 1%

 Classical music [Figure 5] exhibits a much different pattern than the other three mu-

sical styles. Like gospel, model 1 reveals a preference by older people, but the correlation is 

weaker and R-squared is only 0.003. Race does not appear to make much of a determina-

tion, with black less likely to enjoy classical within a 5% significance threshold in model 2 

but other races more likely to enjoy it within a 5% threshold in model 5. Classical prefer-

ence appears to increase with job prestige in model 3, but this correlation is shown to be 

spurious by the introduction of age and education in model 4. It appears that education is a 

significant determinant in classical music aesthetic preference, with models 4 and 5 exhibit-

ing similar high R-squared values (0.146 and 0.150, respectively).
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classical music Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Age 0.037* 0.010** 0.011**

Education 0.147** 0.148**

Job prestige 0.021** 0.003 0.003

Black –0.250* –0.037

Other race 0.221 0.352*

Constant 3.159** 3.347** 2.436** 0.799** 0.770**

R-squared 0.003 0.01 0.05 0.146 0.150

Observations 1524 1529 1453 1447 1447

Figure 5. Regression models for classical musicFigure 5. Regression models for classical musicFigure 5. Regression models for classical music * Significant at 5%
** Significant at 1%
* Significant at 5%
** Significant at 1%

 

 A final analysis examines the beta weights of each regression coefficient from model 

5 for each of the four styles of music to compare which factors have the most significant ef-

fect on aesthetic preference for each type of music. Age is an important factor in each aes-

thetic preference; the greatest absolute beta weight is –0.358 for heavy metal and the small-

est is 0.146 for classical. Factors which are also in a first tier of importance include black ra-

cial identification for gospel (0.276), black racial identification for rap (0.195), and education 

for classical (0.371). Second-tier importance is exhibited in job prestige for heavy metal (–

0.083), education for gospel (–0.089), other racial identification fro rap (0.092), and other 

racial identification for classical (0.062).

 Overall, the R-squared values for each model 5 are quite similar, with gospel being 

the most accurately predicted by a regression including age, education, job prestige, and 

race. Rap enthusiasm is the least accurately predicted by such a model.
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Heavy metal Gospel Rap Classical

Age –0.358 0.235 –0.264 0.146

Education –0.011 –0.089 0.001 0.371

Job prestige –0.083 –0.019 –0.039 0.032

Black –0.034 0.276 0.195 –0.009

Other race –0.024 –0.000 0.092 0.062

R-squared 0.134 0.156 0.124 0.150

Figure 6. Beta weights and R-squared values in model 5 for each music typeFigure 6. Beta weights and R-squared values in model 5 for each music typeFigure 6. Beta weights and R-squared values in model 5 for each music typeFigure 6. Beta weights and R-squared values in model 5 for each music type

discussion and further questions

 A comparison between the stereotypes prevalent in regards to each of these aesthetic 

preference types and the actual statistical data reveals that many of the stereotypes have a 

significant basis in actual social evidence, but that some of the stereotypes are either incor-

rect or represent exaggerations of weak trends.

 For heavy metal music, we assumed the stereotype that heavy metal listeners are 

young-to-middle age uneducated whites with medium social capital. The age stereotype is 

in fact quite correct, and may in reality be even stronger than the stereotype, as heavy metal 

exhibits the strongest negative correlation with age of any of the musical types studied here. 

Although there is a small negative correlation shown here with both groups of nonwhites, 

neither correlation is statistically significant, and so this racial stereotype may be an exag-

geration of a weak empirical connection. The assumption that heavy metal is enjoyed by 

those with lower social capital is confirmed by the fact that heavy metal is alone in exhibit-

ing a statistically significant negative correlation with job prestige. We may conclude that in 

real life, heavy metal is an aesthetic preference selected by younger people, and that even 

when age and education are controlled, those in low-prestige jobs are more likely to enjoy 
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heavy metal. Heavy metal’s grungy, somewhat marginalized stereotype thus has some ele-

ment of truth to it.

 We also tested that gospel is preferred by old low-education middle-social-capital 

blacks. This assumption seems to be largely verifiable. Certainly the racial preference of 

blacks towards gospel is completely legitimate. Similarly, age is even more strongly associ-

ated to gospel preferences than it is to classical preferences, indicating that gospel is very 

much the domain of older blacks (incidentally, the stereotype that gospel is the choice of 

churchgoers, who are very often old, is corroborated by this finding). The fact that lower-

educated blacks are more likely to enjoy gospel even when everything else is held constant 

indicates that the uneducated stereotype is fairly accurate here, and the weak correlation 

with job prestige indicates that the middling social-capital stereotype may simply reflect a 

wide spread of social capital amongst gospel listeners. The gospel stereotype is one of the 

most accurate of all the ones studied here, and it is possibly somewhat due to the fact that 

gospel is a more tightly confined musical choice which mirrors a tightly confined sociocul-

tural group.

 The suspicion that rap is preferred by uneducated middle-social capital blacks carries 

some water as well. The racial element is quite accurate, although it is also noteworthy that 

nonwhites other than blacks also express a more significant preference towards rap than do 

whites. However, education and job prestige do not exhibit any correlation at all; education, 

in fact, has a slightly positive (though statistically unsignificant) correlation with rap prefer-

ences. Thus, the uneducated and middling-prestige stereotype of rap appears to be entirely 

untrue, and it perhaps exists as a stereotype as a legacy of nastier stereotypes associated with 

rap’s association with blacks.

 Classical’s reputation as the province of well-educated high-capital whites is fairly 

well-earned. The racial component is not entirely fair: although a racial model alone shows 

blacks less enthusiastic about classical music, when controlling for education and job pres-
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tige, the racial bias against blacks disappears; in fact, it tilts in favor of nonblack nonwhites. 

However, the education stereotype is exactly accurate: out of all the music types studied 

here, only classical’s popularity rises with education, and to an absolute degree much higher 

than the other types of music become less popular with education. 

 It appears, in the scope of this study at least, that common stereotypes, even when 

they have no rigorous support to back them up, may at least be indicators of some element 

of truth. In many cases, they suggest patterns of association that can then be expanded upon 

by a more thorough methodological analysis. In a few cases, they represent reality with a 

high degree of accuracy. “Layperson’s knowledge” should thus not be so quickly dismissed 

as unorganized and unfair when it may grow out of very real social phenomena. The sheer 

volume of social observations which any individual makes on a given day is outstanding; 

compound all these observations across many years and concatenate them into a stereotype, 

and out emerges something that is effectively a sociological assertion, even when it is not 

backed up by methodological data.

 It seems that the causal link between the conditions of a person’s personality and cul-

tural situation and their aesthetic preference should be quite clear. Certainly it is unlikely to 

be reversible for a few of the variable studied here: enthusiasm for classical music cannot 

cause someone to be old and enjoying gospel cannot cause someone to be black. In the cases 

of education and job prestige, there is the possibility that there is a feedback pattern; for ex-

ample, the cultural association with rap music may, due to the tastes of discriminatory em-

ployers, prevent someone from securing a high-prestige job; or exposure to classical music 

might prepare someone to succeed in an academic setting and thus encourage a longer stay 

in the educational system. A further study might examine these variables along with aes-

thetic preferences in a longitudinal survey, determining whether one side precedes the 

other. It seems unlikely, however, that the direction of causality could be completely re-

versed.
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 Additionally, these musical preferences make up only a small slice of a large suite of 

aesthetic preferences which are on one hand used to form subcultural identification and, on 

the other, to determine a person’s sociocultural standing from stereotypical observation. A 

more expanded study might find multiple correlates creating “realms” of aesthetic prefer-

ence. Perhaps the same factors that make one likely to enjoy rap music may also make them 

more enthusiastic about graphic novels, or less likely to attend ballet performances. Includ-

ing these additional variables may provide a more thorough look at the ways in which 

stereotypes about aesthetic preferences either effectively or ineffectively reveal empirical 

truths about sociological facts.
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