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Abstract
Mehrabian and Russell’s Pleasure-Arousal-Dominance model states that people’s interactions and interpretation of their
surroundings result from variations in three factors – pleasure, arousal, and dominance. Applied to music, pleasure has
been operationalized as how much a person likes the music heard, arousal as how arousing the person considers the music
to be, and dominance as the person’s control over the music heard. However, conceptualizing dominance broadly as
control means that the construct is not well defined. This research aimed to define the elements related to a listener’s
desire for control over music encountered in everyday life. Participants residing in Australia and USA (N ¼ 590) com-
pleted an online questionnaire. An exploratory factor analysis of the quantitative items identified five components defining
control over music listening: “being personally in charge”, “selection by other people”, “contextual control”, “playback
variety”, and “no need for control”. A thematic analysis of open-ended responses indicated additional facets of control
including mood regulation, emotional investment, and identity. While the quantitative findings reaffirm previous research,
the qualitative findings indicate previous conceptualizations of the control dimension have been limited. These results
contribute to our understanding of the model’s dominance component with regard to explaining everyday music listening.
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Introduction

Music is increasingly widespread and available in everyday

life (Heye & Lamont, 2010; Juslin et al., 2008; Skånland,

2013) – in part due to the increased use of mobile (and

internet-based) music listening technologies (Juslin et al.,

2008; Krause et al., 2015; Liljeström et al., 2013; Skånland,

2013). Mobile listening devices, such as smartphones, MP3

players, and tablets, not only allow for music to simply be

experienced in a large variety of settings (Heye & Lamont,

2010; Juslin et al., 2008; Krause et al., 2016). They also

arguably allow for music listeners to have greater control

over what they listen to and when (Greasley et al., 2013;

Krause et al., 2014). Research has shown that the concept of

control is related to everyday music listening (e.g., Greasley

& Lamont, 2011; Juslin et al., 2008; Krause & North, 2016a,

2017a). Therefore, there is the need for a theoretical under-

standing of control pertaining to everyday music listening, to

which researchers have suggested applying Mehrabian and

Russell’s (1974) Pleasure-Arousal-Dominance model (e.g.,

Krause & North, 2017a, 2017b).

Literature review

Mehrabian and Russell’s (1974) Pleasure-Arousal-Dominance
model. The Pleasure-Arousal-Dominance model theorizes

that human emotional and behavioral responses in dif-

ferent environments result from changes in three
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dimensions: pleasure, arousal and dominance (Mehra-

bian & Russell, 1974). Each dimension can be consid-

ered as a bipolar continuum with individual responses

placed somewhere along each continuum; and it is the

combination of their locations on each continuum which

defines an individual’s response to the environment

(Mehrabian & Russell, 1974). Pleasure-displeasure

refers to the individual’s feeling state, arousal refers to

the degree to which the individual feels stimulated,

active, or alert in the environment (from sleep to frantic

excitement), and dominance-submissiveness refers to the

degree of control the individual feels they have over the

environment (Andersson et al., 2012; Hines & Mehra-

bian, 1979; Mehrabian & Russell, 1974). In the case of

everyday music listening, researchers have translated

pleasure to refer to how much the individual likes the

music, arousal to refer to the individual’s perception of

how arousing the music is, and dominance as reflecting

the idea of control over what is heard (Krause & North,

2017a).

There exists a wealth of evidence concerning pleasure

and arousal in everyday music listening (Greasley &

Lamont, 2011; Heye & Lamont, 2010; Juslin et al., 2008;

Liljeström et al., 2013; North et al., 2004). Until recently,

dominance in everyday music listening had been largely

unexplored; and, indeed, research has historically debated

the relevance of the third, dominance dimension in part

because of research that has focused only on the arousal

and pleasure dimensions (e.g. Desmet, 2010; Donovan

et al., 1994; Mattila & Wirtz, 2001). However, recent work

has highlighted the importance of dominance in explaining

people’s behaviors (Yani-de-Soriano & Foxall, 2006).

Research findings (e.g., Mehrabian et al., 1997; Yani-de-

Soriano & Foxall, 2006) illustrate that people prefer being

in situations that support feelings of pleasure and domi-

nance. Indeed, this is also true with regard to people’s

responses to music specifically: for example, dominance,

operationalized as degree of control over the music influ-

ences a people’s responses to both the music and the overall

situation they are in (Krause & North, 2017a, see also

Krause & North, 2017b).

Given that the three dimensions map onto much of the

previous work on musical likes and dislikes with regard to

environmental responses to music and because the domi-

nance dimension, in particular, allows for the explicit con-

sideration of control, the Pleasure-Arousal-Dominanc

model offers a theoretical framework for examining and

explaining everyday music listening. What is necessary,

however, is additional consideration of how to define dom-

inance. Its conceptualization as control has arisen from

previous research which has expanded on the role of selec-

tion and choice in efforts to consider control – for instance,

Krause et al. (2014) advocated for a continuum rather than

a dichotomy (e.g., distinguishing between having a choice

and not having a choice as in North et al., 2004). As

researchers have previously remarked, further research is

needed to fully conceptualize dominance with regard to

everyday music listening (see, e.g. Krause & North,

2017b).

Possible components of control. Control in everyday music

listening has been associated with some aspects of the lis-

tening context. This has included the location (as well as

the associated social norms and activities of varying loca-

tions), time of day, presence of other people, and how the

music is accessed (Greasley & Lamont, 2011; Juslin et al.,

2008; North et al., 2004).

Music is heard in a large variety of locations, at different

times of the day, and during different activities (Greasley &

Lamont, 2011; Juslin et al., 2008; North et al., 2004;

Nowak, 2016). Importantly, the context plays a role in how

listeners experience and exert different levels of control

over the music heard (Greasley & Lamont, 2011; Greb

et al., 2018, 2019; North et al., 2004). Greater control is

often associated with private locations, such as in the lis-

tener’s home (Greasley & Lamont, 2011; North et al.,

2004), with less control associated with public locations,

such as in a pub or in a shopping center. However, Krause

et al. (2016) found that people reported having a lot of

choice in their listening and paying greater attention to

music heard in public places when using mobile devices.

The presence of other people can influence the amount

of (perceived) control someone has over music heard in

everyday life (Greasley & Lamont, 2011; Liljeström

et al., 2013; North et al., 2004). While listeners can have

more intense emotions when listening with close friends as

compared to when listening alone (Liljeström et al., 2013),

listening in the presence of others can involve some sacri-

fice of control, as participants often have to negotiate music

choices when others are present (Greasley & Lamont,

2011).

Control over everyday music listening has also been

associated with how the music is accessed (Krause et al.,

2014, 2015). Personal devices, such as MP3 players, are

associated with a larger amount of control as they allow the

user to create their own listening space and dictate what

music constitutes this; whilst devices such as loudspeakers

broadcasting music in public have been associated with a

lower amount of control, as they present music selected by

others, un-influenced by the listener (Krause et al., 2015;

Skånland, 2013). Moreover, the selection method, or how

the listener selects the music they listen to, influences con-

trol: a higher degree of control is associated with selection

methods such as specific album, specific artist, and one’s

own playlist as compared to another person selecting the

music (Krause et al., 2014).

Having control over music listened to is associated with

a range of positive outcomes and emotions. For example,

individuals use MP3 players to help create private spaces,

within which they could more easily focus on their state of

mind and regulate their mood (Skånland, 2013). Addition-

ally, higher amounts of control over everyday music
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engagement is associated with valued outcomes including

relaxation and concentration (Greasley & Lamont, 2011),

as well as feeling content and motivated (Krause et al.,

2015), and higher levels of liking the music heard (Krause

et al., 2014; Liljeström et al., 2013).

Other conceptualizations of control in psychology. In addition,

people’s overall desire to have control over the music heard

may differ. Thus, in order to better understand control in

terms of everyday music listening examining psychological

constructs, such as locus of control and time perspective, is

also required. Previous research illustrates that individuals

who possess an internal locus of control exhibit more infor-

mation seeking and planning behavior, than those posses-

sing an external locus of control (Das et al., 1995; Davis &

Phares, 1967; Prociuk & Breen, 1977). It is possible that

self-chosen music might represent an expression of internal

control, as the individual is choosing the music; while

music chosen by others might then pertain to external con-

trol, as the choice is the result of someone other than the

individual. Additionally, in terms of everyday music listen-

ing, some listeners might desire to control their music, not

only to suit their needs, but to also optimize everyday

experiences (Heye & Lamont, 2010; North et al., 2004;

Skånland, 2013) which could be considered an expression

of possessing a stronger internal locus of control.

Time perspective, or the awareness that thoughts and

behaviors in the present can have implications for the future

(Keough et al., 1999; Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999), can be

biased to a future or present orientation (Keough et al.,

1999). Present-orientated individuals portray high impul-

sivity, little concern for actions, and live in the present

moment; future-orientated time individuals are conscien-

tious, goal setters, and ambitious (Keough et al., 1999).

As time perspective influences decision making and control

(Keough et al., 1999), an individual’s time perspective may

explain the motivation behind musical control and listening

choices. Time perspective could be interpreted as the antic-

ipation of future listening needs; an area of research that

has previously been neglected (Krause & North, 2016b).

The digitization of music and increased accessibility

provides an opportunity for individuals to plan their music

in advance. For example, playlists and mobile devices

allow individuals to prepare their music for certain con-

texts. Playlists require an aspect of planning and organiza-

tion (DeNora, 2000). It is this preparation and planning

associated with playlist listening that could be related to

an individual’s expression of control. Specifically, future

biased time perspective individuals engage in future plan-

ning needs, which could be associated with future listening

needs. Yet, on the other hand, playlists can be used to

enhance an activity, or to reach a certain goal. Krause and

North (2016b) examined playlist listening and time per-

spective, finding an association between the use of playlists

with present time perspective. Therefore, research into

conceptualizing control and its various dimensions can

look into this relationship with time perspective.

The present research examines the potential relation-

ships between these psychological constructs and control

in everyday music listening alongside the consideration of

individual differences often considered in music research,

including age, gender, and music engagement (e.g., one’s

degree of interest in and style of engagement with music).

Music listening is technologically dependent (Avdeeff,

2012). Besides the fact that research indicates that younger

people are more likely to favor digital technologies

(Avdeeff, 2014) and be frequent early-adopters of newer

technologies (Tepper & Hargittai, 2009) as compared to

older people, one’s age is also related to experiencing the

predominant music listening technologies available at any

certain time. Today, digital media pervades the listening

landscape, with the adoption, and use, of streaming services

growing (International Federation of the Phonographic

Industry, 2017). Streaming allows for access without own-

ership, and digital downloads make it possible to purchase

single songs as opposed to albums: the vast options that

these technologies afford allow for greater user input and

control. It is possible, then, that younger individuals may

desire more control over their listening due to the current

technological landscape.

Previous research has identified that listening motiva-

tions can vary by gender: research has shown that females

tend to be more skilled than males at selecting music to

manage mood (North et al., 2000; Sloboda, 1999). Addi-

tionally, listening motivations may be related to listening

styles. Greenberg and Rentfrow (2015) defined five differ-

ent listening engagement styles, distinguishing between

physical, cognitive, narrative, affective, and social styles.

They highlight how some people focus on the lyrics and

musical narrative, while others cognitively process the

music or respond physically to music. Recent research indi-

cates that the usage of different formats (i.e., streaming

services versus physical formats) was associated with dif-

ferent engagement styles (Krause & Brown, 2019). If dif-

ferent formats afford users different levels of control and

the use of different formats is associated with certain

engagement styles, then it is possible that there may also

be associations between engagement style and the desire

for control over one’s listening. Similarly, the level of

importance one gives to music in everyday life has been

associated with the amount of music heard (Krause &

North, 2017b; Krause et al., 2015) as well as ratings con-

cerning being engaged in the music heard (Krause & North,

2017b). Consequently, it is reasonable to consider whether

those who place higher importance on music in their lives

also desire more control over their listening.

Research questions and hypotheses

The present research was driven by asking: How is control

defined in terms of everyday music listening? This research

Krause et al. 3



question was addressed in two ways. First, the research

examined the dimensional nature to defining this construct

using a tailored set of quantitative items. It was hypothe-

sized that the items would group together into factors that

would meaningfully define components of the broader con-

cept of control (H1). While exploratory in nature, based on

the previous work reviewed earlier, it was predicted that

possible factors could relate to the presence of others, lis-

tening context, and how music is accessed. To overcome

the limitation introduced by relying on researcher defini-

tions and consider the concept broadly, a qualitative com-

ponent of the research solicited individual listeners’

definitions of control with regard to their own listening.

Again, it was hypothesized that participants’ responses

would result in a small number of thematic components

of control (H2).

A subsidiary question explored the desire for control

over music listening with regard to time perspective and

locus of control, when controlling for individual differ-

ences. In particular, it was hypothesized that (H3a) a

stronger internal locus of control would be positively

associated with higher overall (‘composite’) scores on a

measure of desire for control. A non-directional hypoth-

esis was also made that (H3b) time perspective would be

associated with higher overall scores. Based on the con-

nection between planning ahead and future time perspec-

tive, future time perspective could be positively

associated with a greater desire for control. Based on

Krause and North’s (2016b) findings, however, present

time perspective could be positively associated with a

greater desire for control, reflecting the desire to enhance

one’s current activity with music.

Method

Participants

A sample of 590 people aged 17–74 (M ¼ 24.28, Mdn ¼
21, SD ¼ 9.65) completed the online questionnaire. The

majority of the sample was female (70.60%), while 28.90%
were male and 0.50% trans male. Of the 590 individuals,

296 (50.20%) resided in Australia and 294 (49.80%)

resided in the United States of America. Less than a quarter

of the sample (22.90%) considered themselves to be an

“active musician”.

Snowball sampling was used. This involved word of

mouth, printed flyers around a University campus, social

media posts (e.g., Facebook and Twitter), advertising on

the lead investigator’s website and online research partic-

ipation websites, and a University undergraduate student

research participation scheme. Students who participated

via the University’s research participation program

received course credit as compensation. Members of the

community had the opportunity to win one of two gift

vouchers, as a participation incentive.

Measures

Participants reported their age, gender, and country of resi-

dence through simple, single-answer questions.

A 31-item Desire for Control Over Listening Scale (see

Table 1) was specifically created for this study. Participants

indicated the degree to which each item (e.g., “I prefer my

own playlists more than those made by others”) was char-

acteristic of them on a 7-point scale (1¼ not at all charac-

teristic to 7¼ extremely characteristic). Items were

generated based on the findings of previous literature con-

cerning the presence of other people, context, device used

and selection method (e.g., Greasley & Lamont, 2011; Jus-

lin et al., 2008; Krause & North, 2016a; Krause et al., 2014;

Liljeström et al., 2013; North et al., 2004). An initial pool

of 75 items was refined to 31 items by (1) removing unclear

or repetitive items, and (2) a review by an independent

music psychology expert. A factor analysis performed on

the responses to these 31 items, further described in the

Results section, permitted consideration of factors that

meaningfully define components of the broader concept

of control (Hypothesis 1). Additionally, computing compo-

site scores for participants permitted testing Hypothesis 3.

Two open-ended questions asked the participants to

describe what having, and not having, control over the

music they hear in everyday life means to them. These

questions were worded as, “Please tell us in the space

below what ‘having control over the music you hear in

everyday life’ would mean to you” and “To you, what

would it mean to NOT have control over the music hear

in everyday life?”

Rotter’s (1966) Internal-External (I-E) Scale was used to

assess the degree to which participants’ possessed an inter-

nal or external locus of control. This 29-item forced-choice

measure asks participants to select one of two statements as

the one they most agree with (e.g., “What happens to me is

my own doing” or “Sometimes I feel that I don’t have

enough control over the direction my life is taking”).

Scores range from 0 to 23; higher scores are representative

of a more internal locus of control. This measure demon-

strates reasonably high internal consistency (Rotter, 1966),

and adequate test-retest reliability (Layton, 1985; Rotter,

1966). Cronbach’s alpha for the I-E Scale score in the

present study was .689.

To measure time perspective, participants completed the

Zimbardo Time Perspective Inventory (ZTPI short form;

Zimbardo et al., 1997). This measure consists of two sub-

scales; 13 items address “future time perspective” (e.g.,

“Thinking about the future is pleasant to me”) and nine

items address “present time perspective” (e.g., “If I don’t

get it done on time, I don’t worry about it”). Participants

indicate how characteristic each statement is using a five-

point Likert scale (1 ¼ not characteristic to 5 ¼ extremely

characteristic). Present and future time perspective mean

scores were computed for each participant. Used in prior

music-related studies (e.g., Krause & North, 2016b), the
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ZTPI has demonstrated practical internal reliability and

test-retest reliability (Keough et al., 1999; Zimbardo

et al., 1997). The Cronbach’s alphas in the present study

(future time perspective ¼ .767 and present time per-

spective ¼ .669) reflect previously reported values

(Keough et al., 1999; Krause & North, 2016b; Zimbardo

et al., 1997).

Individuals responded to a series of questions concern-

ing their level of music engagement. Participants indicated

whether they considered themselves to be an “active

musician” (a yes/no response), rated the importance of

music in their life (on a seven-point scale, where 1 ¼ not

at all and 7 ¼ extremely), and estimated the average num-

ber of hours they listened to music daily. Individuals also

completed the Musical Engagement Test (MET; Greenberg

& Rentfrow, 2015). The MET asks people to rate their

agreement with 23 items using a seven-point scale (1 ¼
not at all characteristic, 7 ¼ very characteristic) in order

to define people’s style of musical engagement on five

dimensions. Dimensions include: physical (e.g. item:

“Music makes me want to dance”), cognitive (e.g., “When

listening to music, I try to deconstruct the different

Table 1. Factor loadings for the principal components analysis with promax rotation of the “desire for control over listening” items.

Item

Component

1 2 3 4 5

I obtain music regularly so I can listen to it when I want. 0.807
It is important for me that I can always have my own music with me. 0.715
I often bring headphones with me when going to public places, including while walking or

traveling on public transport.
0.699

I actively pay attention to the music I hear throughout the day. 0.625
I prepare music playlists to use at future times and/or for events/activities. 0.569
I own/use a handheld device specifically for music listening (e.g., iPod, mobile phone). 0.569
It would bother me if I couldn’t listen to music 100% as how I usually/normally do. 0.566
I feel more in charge when I listen to music on my personal device (e.g., laptop, mp3 player)

compared to when I listen to the radio.
0.453

I prefer to listen to music on devices that allow me to specifically choose what I listen to. 0.342
I do not like searching for music to listen to, instead I prefer listening programs/apps that

give me recommendations.
It does not bother me when my partner/spouse selects the music to listen to. �0.662
I am not bothered by listening to new and unfamiliar music. 0.428 �0.630
I prefer when someone else selects the music I listen to. �0.605
I do not like listening to music that has been chosen by someone else. 0.529 0.304
I would feel comfortable if a family member selected the music I listen to. �0.525 0.355
I prefer my own playlists more than those made by others. 0.461
I enjoy music more when I can choose what I’m listening to. 0.375 0.315
I do not like listening to the radio because I don’t know what they will play. 0.370
I prefer being in charge of the order of the songs I hear (i.e., actively choosing to use playlists/

shuffle/listening to albums.
0.319 0.326

I leave an establishment (e.g., shopping centre, restaurant, club) if I do not like the music
being played.

0.700

The music played at a venue is important when I am considering going out/socializing. 0.656
When I can, I like to take control of music being played at parties/social events. 0.650
When I am with friends, I prefer to choose the music we listen to. 0.641
If I do not like the song being played, I will skip it (provided I can). 0.647
I believe that streaming music online (YouTube, Spotify, etc.) allows me to have more access

over the music I can listen to.
0.623

I do not need the internet to access what I consider a “large enough” music collection. �0.582 0.479
I enjoy being able to listen to a song on repeat if I want. 0.303 0.451
I prefer specific music for different situations (e.g., when studying or at the gym). 0.440
I do not consider what time it is or where I am when deciding what I want to listen to. 0.595
It would not bother me if I only had access to 50% of the music I normally/regularly access. �0.351 0.568
In the car (as either driver or passenger) it is not important to me that I am able to select the

music.
0.503

Eigenvalue 6.004 2.110 1.696 1.442 1.367
% of Variance explained 19.368 6.805 5.471 4.650 4.411
Cronbach’s alpha 0.812 0.667 0.655 0.413 0.280

Note. Loadings < .3 suppressed. The five factors were labelled as being personally in charge, selection by other people, contextual control, playback
variety, and no need for control, respectively.
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elements of the song or composition”), narrative (e.g.,

“When listening to music, I try to understand the underly-

ing meaning of the lyrics or sounds”), affective (e.g., “I can

overcome painful emotions when I listen to music”), and

social (e.g., “I identify with the musicians that I listen to”).

A mean score for each dimension was computed; higher

scores denote that the participant tends to engage with

music in that particular way. For the present study, Cron-

bach’s alpha values were .874, .868, .855, .899, and .848

for the cognitive, affective, physical, narrative, and social

dimensions respectively.

Procedure

The Curtin University ethics committee approved this

study (Approval number RDHS-72-16). Participants

accessed the study online using a weblink to the Partici-

pant Information Sheet. Participants indicated their con-

sent prior to viewing and completing the questionnaire as

a series of webpages. Following completion of the ques-

tionnaire, participants were debriefed and then had the

opportunity to enter their details for the prize draw or to

receive course credit through the research participation

program.

Results

Facets of control/dominance

Quantitative measure. To investigate the underlying struc-

ture of the 31 items, the responses were subjected to prin-

cipal components analysis with promax rotation (selected

because the factors could be correlated – Allen et al., 2019).

Parallel analysis indicated that five factors could be

expected; therefore, the principal components analysis was

run forcing a five-factor solution. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin

measure of sampling adequacy was .862 and Bartlett’s test

of sphericity was significant (p < .001). In combination, the

five factors accounted for 40.383% of the total variance

(Table 1). Bivariate correlations amongst the five factors

are presented in Table 2.

Items pertaining to the importance of personally control-

ling music access and selection loaded onto the first factor,

labelled “being personally in charge”. Items pertaining to

being comfortable with other people (such as friends and

partners) selecting music to be heard loaded onto the sec-

ond factor, labelled “selection by other people”. Items

regarding music in specific social settings and events

loaded onto the third factor, labelled “contextual control”.

The fourth factor, “playback variety”, concerned the use of

functions such as skip, repeat, and shuffle. In contrast to

these four factors, the fifth factor, labelled as “no need for

control”, reflected a lack of concern for controlling what

music is heard.

Qualitative thematic analysis. Thematic analysis was per-

formed on the responses to the two qualitative questions

which explored how the individual participants defined

what having control and not having control over music

listening mean to them (H2). Two separate thematic anal-

yses identified patterns within the data responses. In par-

ticular, Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phase process was

used, such that first the researchers familiarized themselves

with the data and generated initial codes. Then these codes

guided the search for themes, looking across all of the

responses. Finally, the researchers reviewed and defined

the themes.

Concerning the first question, about what having control

over music heard in everyday life meant, eight main themes

were identified (Table 3). As illustrated in Table 3,

responses were largely related choice (n ¼ 142; with 11

sub-themes) and mood (n ¼ 127; with 11 sub-themes). As

hypothesized, responses pertaining to the choice theme

highlighted the value of having choice as well as access-

related issues such as picking songs, influencing what was

heard in different places and at different times, acting inde-

pendently from others, and playlists. Issues around device

access and use, and streaming in particular, were also

noted. Additional themes that were not hypothesized

included identity and the large number of responses per-

taining to mood. The mood sub-themes indicate that listen-

ing is both mood-dependent but also mood-shifting. People

mentioned having control over music would assist in

matching a mood but also creating certain moods – refer-

encing both arousal and relaxation, as well as feeling

happy, enjoyment, and motivation – as well as for expres-

sing emotions. Overall, the majority of the responses

depicted possessing control in a positive manner (e.g.,

“empowering to have the ability to choose what music you

listen to”, “being able to choose the music you and others

listen to – you can life the whole mood and create mem-

ories, fun, and happiness”). This also includes the generic

responses (N ¼ 9) that simply stated that having control

Table 2. Correlations amongst the factors resulting from the components analysis (N ¼ 590).

Selection by other people Contextual control Playback variety Little desire for control

Being personally in charge .423*** .359*** .364*** .329***
Selection by other people .305*** .201*** .267***
Contextual control .206*** .223***
Playback variety .181***

*** p < .001
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would mean “feeling in control” or that it would “mean a

lot”. However, a few responses (n ¼ 10) depicted having

control negatively (e.g., “I think it would mean you weren’t

exposed to new types of music”, “it would become boring

as my tastes would not be forced to explore”) or that having

control did not matter to the individual (n ¼ 10; e.g.

“having control over the music I hear in everyday life is

not that important to me”).

Analysis of the responses to the second question, asking

participants what not having control over music heard in

everyday life would mean to them, resulted in eight main

themes (Table 4). Again, the majority of responses clus-

tered within two main themes, concerning choice (n ¼ 85;

with eight sub-themes) and mood (n ¼ 97; with eight sub-

themes). The choice and mood sub-themes complement

those pertaining to the first question. For example, with

no control, people referenced the lack of choice with

respect to listening to music one did not pick or does not

enjoy; and rather than promoting happiness and joy or calm

and relaxation, people referenced negative moods, includ-

ing feeling anxious, frustrated, and sad in particular. Again,

for some people, control seems to be tied to particular

Table 3. Themes identified from the responses to qualitative question one, what having control means (N ¼ 326).

Theme Sub-theme
No. of
items Example response

Mood Match mood 22 Listening to music that matches my mood or emotion
Change my mood 18 Understanding my everyday emotions and being able to control them.
Arousal 4 I could excite myself for a task that would turn me down, or relax if I’m having

a panic attack.
Listening is mood dependent 13 What I listen to depends on my mood. I’m always in the mood for certain

things when I feel a certain way.
Setting the tone for the day 20 Probably would keep me in a better mood throughout the day
Listening as a coping

mechanism
2 It would help my day to day life process, while also providing a coping

mechanism at any given time.
Happy 14 Makes me feel good inside, feel happy.
Enjoyment 9 Makes me happier and I enjoy myself more if I can control the music.
Motivation 6 It means being in control of my mood and motivation levels.
Express emotions 6 Me being able to express my emotions through the choice of song/music

genre.
Calm/relaxation 13 I think it would give me a sense of calm.

Choice I have choice 19 Being able to choose what to listen to.
Listen to what I like 12 Selecting the music I want to listen to.
Picking Songs 16 Picking the songs to listen to.
How, what, when, where 25 The ability to choose what music I listen to in a given environment.
Independent without

affecting others
22 Just being able to hear what I want to hear without having other people try and

stop me.
Playlist 17 It means I get to pick my playlist. I get to decide what kind of music I’m in the

mood for.
Access 6 Having access to the music of my choice.
Value 8 Having control of the music I hear is a part of my rights.
Genre 9 Having control of the genre of music.
Car/driving 7 Being in charge of changing the radio station while driving around.
Create remixes 1 I have control over the music that I listen to on every situation, new and old

songs playing on the radio inspire me to design my own remixes.
Device General 12 Having your own source of music – an iPod, along with having “alone time” or

a quiet place to experience your music.
Streaming (device) 9 Being able to have some type of streaming service available at all times

whether its Spotify, apple music or tidal.
Identity 6 A way of expressing who I am.
Meaning of

songs
1 To be able to understand every meaning behind a song whether it pertains to

you or not.
Negative

consequences
Wouldn’t allow me to hear

new music (negative)
8 I think it would mean you weren’t exposed to new types of music.

Boring 2 Initially ok but then it would become boring as my tastes would not be forced
to explore.

Generic Feel in Control 2 I would feel in control.
Means a lot 7 It would mean a lot as I like to listen to music I know I like and have heard

before.
Not bothered 10 I guess it’d be nice, but honestly I can’t say that I care much.
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devices or methods of selecting and accessing music (e.g.,

“no access to my music server or library”, “not having

access to streaming sites and sites like YouTube”, “if I

could not skip music or change channels it would irritate

me greatly”) . As was anticipated, the majority of responses

were negative (e.g., “lack of freedom”, “to not have access

to my choice of music and format or to be actively pre-

vented from making that choice”, “I would feel discon-

nected and upset”); some responses (N ¼ 19) illustrated

quite extreme reactions to the idea of not having control

over music in everyday life (e.g., “hell”, “I would be

tortured”, “I wouldn’t be able to do it, I have to listen to

music, I would go crazy”). However, a small number of

responses indicated that not everyone would be bothered by

a lack of control (n¼ 12), or that it would be okay (n¼ 22).

Indeed, some responses suggested that not having control

could have positive consequences such as being exposed to

new, or more, music (n ¼ 14).

Hypothesis 3

To address the subsidiary question concerning the overall

desire to have control over one’s listening (H3), a General

Linear Mixed Methods (GLMM) analysis was performed.

To address an overall desire, a composite “desire for con-

trol” score was computed for participants by calculating a

sum score of their responses to the 30 “desire for control

over listening” items (i.e., the items pertaining to the five

factors). Note that seven of these items were reverse coded

so that all items were phrased such that desiring more con-

trol was indicated by a higher scale response (Cronbach’s

alpha ¼ .822). In the GLMM analysis, the composite score

Table 4. Themes identified from the responses to qualitative question two, what not having control means (N¼ 319).

Theme Sub-theme
No. of
items Example response

Choice Not being able to
choose

15 Being unable to have input.

Lack of freedom 3 Lack of freedom.
Listening to music you

do not enjoy
8 Not having a say in what music you like.

Access 5 Not being able to select what types of music or artist.
Choose to not listen 4 I would rather not listen to music if I did not have some control over what I listen

to.
Context (in public

places)
9 Having to listen to the music pumped through the speakers in a mall, store or

other places that play just whatever. Horrible.
Someone else

choosing for me
29 Someone else picking the songs.

Being forced 12 Being forced to listen to music I do not connect with.
Mood and

emotion
Disconnected 9 The music would not move me as much.
Boring 4 I would probably get bored of the music if I couldn’t have some control over at

least the genre.
Express Mood/

Emotion
17 I’d have nothing to suit my mood at the moment.

Anxious 7 It would mean a lot of stress an uncertainty.
Frustrated 35 Frustrating, I don’t think I’d listen to music/the radio.
Negative mood 10 It would diminish my enjoyment of life.
Dependent on

someone else
3 Bearable but much less enjoyable unless the one in control has very similar music

tastes to you.
Sad 12 It would sadden me as I enjoy listening to music.
Motivation and Focus 8 I believe music gives me motivation and perspective and without that, it would be

hard to focus myself.
Device and

selection
method

Device 9 It would mean not having my phone/ headphones and would most likely cause me
to be frustrated and disappointed.

Selection method 14 Not being able to access music that I want to listen to.
Radio/Pandora 23 Being stuck with the radio and only a couple of stations.

Exposed to more/
new music

14 It would always be new and surprising to be exposed to new sound.

Generic I don’t have control 6 Have no control over when you listen to music or what music you hear.
Extremist 19 May as well not wake up. Just stay home and stare at a wall.
Not bothered It would be okay 22 It would be inconvenient, but ok.

It wouldn’t matter 12 Wouldn’t bother me too much.
Identity 6 I would feel like I don’t have the option to be who I am.

Note. Four additional responses could not be grouped and have been excluded.
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served as the criterion variable. The predictor variables

entered in this model included gender, country of resi-

dence, age, musician status, music importance rating, aver-

age daily listening amount, the five MET scores, the locus

of control score, and the two time perspective scores.

The overall model was statistically significant, F (14,

407)¼ 17.140, p < .001, Zp
2¼ .371 (see Table 5). Age was

negatively associated with the composite control score,

indicating younger respondents desired more control over

their listening. Males (M ¼ 143.224, SE ¼ 1.583) were

more likely to indicate a greater desire for control over their

listening than females (M ¼ 138.865, SE ¼ 1.173). The

music importance rating was positively associated, indicat-

ing that those who rate music as more important in their

lives have a stronger desire to control what they hear. Both

the MET cognitive and affective engagement styles were

positively associated with the composite score. Addition-

ally, the locus of control score was negatively associated

with the composite score. Given the coding of the locus of

control score means that higher scores are representative of

a more internal locus of control, this finding does not sup-

port Hypothesis 3a. Rather, surprisingly, it indicates an

association between a more external locus of control and

a desire to control what music is heard. Neither present nor

future time perspective demonstrated a significant associ-

ation with the composite score in the full model (H3b).

Discussion

While previous research has demonstrated the importance

of considering control in everyday listening, and previous

researchers have applied Mehrabian and Russell’s (1974)

Pleasure-Arousal-Dominance model, this past research has

not provided a full understanding of dominance as control.

Addressing this research gap, the present study’s results

from both the factor analysis and the thematic analysis

indicate that dominance concerning everyday music listen-

ing is complex and nuanced.

The exploratory factor analysis of the quantitative item

responses revealed five dimensions to the construct of con-

trol (labeled as being personally in charge, selection by

other people, contextual control, playback variety, and no

need for control). Elements of these five dimensions sup-

port previous research, in that items loading onto them

pertain to the ideas of presence of others, context, device,

and selection method (Greasley & Lamont, 2011; Juslin

et al., 2008; Krause & North, 2016a, 2017a, 2017b; Krause

et al., 2014, 2015, 2016). However, the individual dimen-

sions do not reflect these ideas as distinct constructs.

Rather, the conceptualization of control is more nuanced.

For example, items loading onto “being personally in

charge” not only refer to the ownership and use of devices

that allow for more control, such as mobile devices and

headphones, but also to listener actions that express control

(such as regularly obtaining music and controlling the order

of song presentation). However, user actions with regard to

playback features (i.e., skip, shuffle, etc.) appear in the

“playback variety” dimension. Similarly, the use of differ-

ing technologies is also woven into the items pertaining to

the “selection by other people” factor, suggesting the sim-

ple dichotomy between choice/no choice is not sufficient.

As anticipated, “contextual control” dimension covers to

the desire for control over listening in social contexts,

though this factor concerns taking control of the music

played at social events and preferring to choose the music

heard when with friends.

Further, the results of the thematic analyses revealed

conceptualizations of having control in additional ways not

addressed by the quantitative items. Participants concep-

tualized control as not only affecting one’s mood, but also

as something that enhances, alters and allows for expres-

sion of mood. The participants’ consideration of mood is

Table 5. GLMM analysis concerning the composite desire for control score (N ¼ 422).

Predictor variable F p Beta t 95% CI Z2

Gender 5.486 0.020 �4.360 �2.342 �8.018 �0.701 0.013
Country of residence 0.877 0.349 1.700 0.937 �1.867 5.266 0.002
Musician status 0.046 0.830 �0.443 �0.215 �4.492 3.606 0.000
Age 21.526 < .001 �0.447 �4.640 �0.637 �0.258 0.050
Music importance rating 17.587 < .001 5.653 4.194 3.003 8.303 0.041
Daily average listening amount (hours) 0.001 0.979 0.005 0.027 �0.362 0.372 0.000
MET cognitive score 10.306 0.001 0.481 3.210 0.186 0.775 0.025
MET affective score 7.996 0.005 0.612 2.828 0.187 1.037 0.019
MET physical score 1.765 0.185 0.263 1.328 �0.126 0.653 0.004
MET narrative score 1.241 0.266 �0.211 �1.114 �0.582 0.161 0.003
MET social score 1.156 0.283 0.205 1.075 �0.170 0.580 0.003
Locus of control score 10.356 0.001 �0.799 �3.218 �1.286 �0.311 0.025
ZPTI present time perspective score 1.481 0.224 1.742 1.217 �1.072 4.557 0.004
ZPTI future time perspective score 0.242 0.623 0.731 0.492 �2.191 3.652 0.001

Note. Overall model: F(14, 407) ¼ 17.140, p < .001, np
2 ¼ .371; DF ¼ 1, 407 for each predictor variable; CI ¼ Confidence interval; MET ¼ Musical

Engagement Test; ZTPI ¼ Zimbardo Time Perspective Inventory.
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not surprising, as mood regulation is one of the most com-

monly cited reasons for listening to music (Lonsdale &

North, 2011; Schäfer et al., 2013) and previous research

provides evidence linking everyday music listening and

mood (e.g., Juslin et al., 2008; Skånland, 2013). Partici-

pants in the present study also made reference to their

identity when asked about controlling their music listening,

which is another common function of music listening (Har-

greaves et al., 2002; Schäfer et al., 2013).

The conceptualizations arising from the open-text

responses supplement previous conceptualizations of, and

aspects of, control. In putting forward the question broadly

to the participants, the resulting data offers additional

facets to consider in future work. In particular, it is worth

noting that people considered control in ways beyond

thinking of it as control – it is evident that there is consid-

eration around the evaluation and purpose of control in

listening experiences. These themes provide areas worthy

of future exploration with regard to defining (and refining)

the control construct (and integration into a refined quanti-

tative measure).

It was clear that most participants valued having control

over the music they listen to in daily life – evidenced both

by generic statements about how having control “means a

lot” and “is always valued” and by much more extreme

replies (when responding about not having control: e.g.

“deprivation of free will”; “worse than having nails being

dragged down a chalkboard”). However, it is interesting to

consider whether these extreme replies may also indicate

the expectation of the ability to control one’s own listening.

Such responses may reflect the current digital listening

landscape which affords individuals a lot of control, as

evidenced by the rise in using streaming services and play-

lists (International Federation of the Phonographic Indus-

try, 2017; Savage, 2016). Potentially related, the present

findings illustrated that younger individuals were more

likely to desire control over their listening in general – and

this might be a reflection of the current technologies that

they are used to employing. Given streaming services are

increasingly using artificial intelligence to push individua-

lized, curated recommendations (e.g., Bourreau & Gaudin,

2018), it would be interesting for future work to consider

listening control preferences and the acceptance of/reactiv-

ity toward such platform-generated recommendations

within the evolving streaming landscape.

Of course, not all participants conceptualized having

control as something positive: some people mentioned neg-

ative consequences of having control, such as the potential

for limited exposure to new music. This might be explained

by peoples’ differing levels of engagement with music. The

results of the GLMM analysis support the idea that people

who place more importance on the role of music in their life

(as a measure of musical engagement) have a higher desire

for controlling their everyday listening. Additionally, the

cognitive and affective MET subscales demonstrated sig-

nificant positive relationships with desiring control,

suggesting that a desire for controlling what is heard is

associated with listening engagement styles. In particular,

the present finding concerning the affective listening style

aligns with the large number of responses concerning mood

as well as previous research that indicates that mood regu-

lation is one of the most common reasons for listening to

music (Lonsdale & North, 2011; Schäfer et al., 2013). If

listening for mood regulation, it makes sense that the lis-

tener may desire to control that music in order to ensure it

matches with one’s desired goal for the music.

Hypothesis 3a predicted that an internal locus of control

would be associated with desiring control over the music

heard; yet the results indicate that an external locus of

control was related, in opposition of the hypothesis. There

are two possible interpretations for this result. First, per-

haps control over listening is not equated with planning.

Secondly, the locus of control measure is concerned with

directing one’s life course: perhaps this is a higher, broader

level of concern than everyday listening, which could be

considered at a more trivial, mundane level. Additionally,

present time perspective did not demonstrate a significant

association with the composite desire score (H3b). Again,

perhaps exerting control, as well as the desire to exert

control, over one’s everyday listening is more situational

as opposed to being aligned with a longer-standing psycho-

logical trait, such as that denoted by time perspective.

While this research focused specifically on examining

Mehrabian and Russell’s dimension of dominance as con-

trol in particular, the open-ended responses link the con-

struct of control to the arousal and pleasure dimensions. A

number of the responses illustrated how having control is

associated with pleasure (i.e., the happy and enjoyment

sub-themes), supporting previous research findings (e.g.,

Krause & North, 2017a). Arousal polarization strategies

(that is those in which one seeks to maintain or enhance

one’s level of arousal rather than to moderate it) are also

evinced through a number of the mood sub-themes

(namely, arousal and calm/relaxation), in line with previous

research (e.g., North & Hargreaves, 2000). It will also be

important in future work to consider the influence of peo-

ple’s perceptions of their experiences relative to all three

domains in concert.

Limitations and future research recommendations

The present research was restricted to responses from par-

ticipants residing in Australia and the USA. Future research

will benefit from including participants residing in other

(non-western) countries to provide greater generalizability.

Secondly, some items included on the measure relate to

certain devices and selection methods (e.g., Spotify, You-

Tube); however, the use of any particular listening technol-

ogies should not be assumed. Thus, future research might

benefit from including a “Not Applicable” option on mea-

sures of desire for control over listening. Moreover, the five

factors only explained 40% of the variance and
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demonstrated lower reliability values, suggesting that fur-

ther work is needed to improve the measure. Such further

revision merits the inclusion of the additional facets as

indicated by the results of the thematic analysis (e.g., items

relating to mood and identity) as well as probing the value

and perceived necessity of having control. Indeed, while it

is clear that control is not simply a matter of choice, the

questions used in the present study were worded broadly.

Thus, finally, future work may also wish to examine con-

textual responses and/or make use of different measure-

ment tools.

While the present research considered the desire for

control relative to the psychological constructs of time per-

spective and locus of control, other variables could be con-

sidered. For instance, the present study’s analysis did not

consider the devices employed or preferred by the partici-

pants. As the results of the thematic analysis showed very

clearly, for some people, certain devices (and selection

methods) are inherent to the idea of control. Future research

is also needed to consider whether there might be a rela-

tionship between these constructs and personality traits.

Moreover, the use of a single, composite desire score may

not afford detailed consideration of the facets or the influ-

ence of the broader everyday context.

Investigations focused on considering the contextual

features around the desire for control over music listening

would also advance our understanding of everyday listen-

ing. Diary and Experience Sampling studies would be well

suited to tracking the ability to control and the level of

desire for control over time and in relation to contextual

variables, which will assist in the refinement of this con-

struct. This work may also consider how one’s desire for

control relates to one’s listening goals (e.g., the music’s

functions – Groarke & Hogan, 2018). Future findings such

as these will inform not only the construction and revision

of future measures but also the application of theories,

including the Pleasure-Arousal-Dominance model, to

explaining everyday interactions with music.

Moreover, while this study responded to remarks con-

cerning the conceptualization of the dominance dimension,

operationalizing Mehrabian and Russell’s dominance

dimension as control is not the only theoretical possibility.

There are other psychological constructs (in addition to

locus of control and time perspective) to consider in future

work. Applying and differentiating the utility related con-

structs, such self-control, agency, and empowerment, may

advance theoretical frameworks concerning everyday lis-

tening. For instance, when considering how music impacts

sense of agency, Saarikallio et al. (2020) found that music

listening can support agency but that such influences are

related to situational factors. It will be important for such

work to simultaneously consider work concerning the func-

tions of music listening (e.g., Groarke & Hogan, 2018) as

well as work demonstrating the role of situational factors

(e.g., Greb et al., 2018).

Conclusion

The present research aimed to better define control in terms

of everyday music listening by (1) examining the underly-

ing factors of the construct via both a quantitative measure

and eliciting individual responses; and (2) exploring the

relationship between the desire for control and individual

differences with regard to locus of control, time perspec-

tive, and music engagement. The findings indicate that

control is more complex and nuanced than originally pro-

posed. The quantitative measure’s factors, being personally

in charge, selection by other people, contextual control,

playback variety, and no need for control, relate to the

findings of previous research, but, in conjunction with the

results of the thematic analysis, it is apparent that the mea-

sure’s items do not fully define dominance in terms of

everyday music listening. Indeed, based on the partici-

pants’ open responses, there are additional aspects of the

construct in need of further consideration (i.e., those related

to mood regulation, identity, and context). In conclusion,

the present research has advanced our understanding of

what control means in everyday listening to include a wider

range of aspects than previously put forward. Additional

research attention will continue to refine the application of

the Pleasure-Arousal-Dominance model to explaining

everyday listening.
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