
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Signals in the Waves of Surf: Category Development and Signals in Surf Music

Punt, M.B.; van Venrooij, A.
DOI
10.1177/0731121420950367
Publication date
2021
Document Version
Final published version
Published in
Sociological Perspectives
License
CC BY

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Punt, M. B., & van Venrooij, A. (2021). Signals in the Waves of Surf: Category Development
and Signals in Surf Music. Sociological Perspectives, 64(3), 387-410.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0731121420950367

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:10 Mar 2023

https://doi.org/10.1177/0731121420950367
https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/signals-in-the-waves-of-surf-category-development-and-signals-in-surf-music(413fe83e-4501-4057-a86f-ab6ac356f235).html
https://doi.org/10.1177/0731121420950367


https://doi.org/10.1177/0731121420950367

Sociological Perspectives
2021, Vol. 64(3) 387 –410

© The Author(s) 2020

Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions 
DOI: 10.1177/0731121420950367

journals.sagepub.com/home/spx

Article

Signals in the Waves of Surf: 
Category Development and  
Signals in Surf Music

Matthijs B. Punt1  
and Alex van Venrooij2

Abstract
The aim of this paper is to investigate to what extent the understanding of market categories 
changes over time and how this is reflected in the importance of different category signals in 
periods of category maturation and revival. We test the changing influence of different types 
of category signals on inclusion rates of surf music compilation albums, which represent the 
understanding of “surf music” from a market-based perspective. We find that “elaborate” signals 
to the category label of surf music showed to be important during both the stage of maturity 
and revival. However, restricted category signals using surf slang actually lost their importance 
over time. Finally, signaling surf-related locations had no effect in early times, but increased 
chances of inclusion during a revival. By addressing these changes over time in the importance 
of category signals, we add to recent studies on mechanisms of categorization during different 
stages of category development.

Keywords
boundary work, categorization, gatekeeping, market categories, music genres, signaling, surf 
music

Introduction

In many social domains, systems of categorization impose coherence on the social world by 
partitioning items into groups and providing anchors for judgments about value and quality (Hsu 
and Hannan 2005; Vergne and Wry 2014). These categorical systems have important conse-
quences for communities, organizations, and consumers that navigate these social domains. Prior 
research has indeed found that lack of fit with established categories can lead to penalties and 
lowered evaluations (Zuckerman 1999). As a result, actors often try to convey an identity that fits 
their desired category. One way in which actors do this is by signaling membership, by drawing 
attention to certain features institutionalized within the cognitive schema of that category (Hsu 
and Hannan 2005), or by signaling category-specific vocabularies (Loewenstein, Ocasio, and 
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Jones 2012). Category membership itself can also act as a collective market signal (Negro, 
Hannan, and Fassiotto 2015). When high-quality actors find it easier to gain membership into a 
distinctive category than low-quality actors, categorical membership can become a signal for 
hard-to-observe quality differences.

Categories are, however, not stable and change over time. Categories are found to go through 
different stages of development (Granqvist and Ritvala 2016; Grodal and Kahl 2017), such as 
emergence (Ruef 2000), diffusion (Purdy and Gray 2009), maturity (Hsu and Grodal 2015; 
Lounsbury and Rao 2004), decline (Kennedy and Fiss 2013; Kuilman and van Driel 2012), and 
revivals (Lena 2012; Raffaelli 2013). What remains unclear in this literature, however, is how 
these dynamics affect the meaning and importance of different identity signals. Giacomo Negro 
et al. (2015)—one of main studies on categories and signals—focus on contemporaneous cate-
gory signaling, where producers’ signaling and audiences’ response take place in a relatively 
short time span. Yet, we investigate how contemporary responses to category signals differ from 
retrospective responses in later stages of category development. William Barnett, Mi Feng, and 
Xaioqu Luo (2012) have shown how identity claims can constrain future opportunities of organi-
zations, as identity claims from an earlier period—such as the names of organizations—can serve 
as a “residue of history.” This suggests that the effects of signaled identity claims remain stable 
over time and leaves historical traces of categorical membership, even if the history of the cate-
gory is largely forgotten. Prior research has, however, not compared different types of signals. In 
this paper, we will argue that categorical dynamics can lead to changes in the importance of dif-
ferent types of signals. Although some types of signals remain important over time, other signals 
might be especially important in early periods and fade over time.

To make this argument, we draw upon a conceptual distinction from cultural sociology 
between “restricted” and “elaborate” codes. We argue that “restricted” signals play a more impor-
tant role in gatekeepers’ boundary work in the original phase of a category than in times of cat-
egory revival. “Restricted” signals are more specifically embedded in bounded cultural 
frameworks and are therefore more likely to lose their appeal over time. “Elaborate” signals, with 
a more general meaning, will remain important in categories’ boundary work in later phases of 
the development of a category. Finally, signals that follow collective narratives of a category, 
which have developed over time as indicators of authenticity, will have an increased importance 
in revival periods.

Empirically, we study categorical dynamics in the market category of “surf music.” This case 
is interesting for three main reasons. First, as detailed in the second section of this paper, surf has 
a clear pattern of emergence, maturation, decay, and revival (Crowley 2011). This pattern allows 
for studying effects of signals at different stages of the category life cycle. Second, the genre of 
surf music was a highly codified genre that was strongly connected to a particular location—
California—and highly embedded in a subcultural scene of surf culture, with clear surfing vocab-
ulary and membership codes, which makes the case interesting for analyzing how “restricted” 
membership signals fared over time as the category developed farther from its origins in time and 
space (Bergesen 1984; Cralle 1991). Third, the surf genre allows for the empirical study of sig-
naling and genre inclusion due to the availability of archival data gathered by surf historians, 
which provides a comprehensive overview of a wide population of acts active in surf music. To 
study changes in the effects of different types of signals, we compare the inclusion rates of surf 
tracks that exhibit different signals, on compilation albums released during surf music’s heydays 
and during its revival. As compilation albums necessarily select from a wider population of art-
ists and tracks, in the aggregate, the inclusion on compilation albums reflects how the under-
standing of the “boundaries” of the category of surf shifted over time, which allows us to assess 
how changes in categorical meanings affect the salience of different types of signals.

Our paper aims to make several contributions to the literature. The process of categorization 
is ubiquitous, and our findings contribute beyond the scope of surf music. In general, our study 
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contributes to the understanding how changing standards of categorization impact what actors 
are successful. Our findings show how certain attributes of categorization lose their meaning 
over time, while others get more prominent roles in classification processes. Our study has some 
specific contributions to the study of categories. First, by specifying different types of category 
membership signals, we respond to calls for further research on how labels or names can be used 
by actors to position themselves in markets or categories (Granqvist, Grodal, and Woolley 2013; 
Verhaal, Khessina, and Dobrev 2015). Furthermore, by studying the effects of signaling over 
time, we also contribute to a growing body of research that is interested in category dynamics and 
evolution and the drivers of categorization in different stages of the category life cycle, specifi-
cally category revivals (Granqvist and Ritvala 2016; Grodal and Kahl 2017).

The paper is structured as follows: We first review the historical development of surf music. 
We then discuss studies from organizational sociology on different stages of the categorical life 
cycle and cultural sociological literature on linguistic codes and theorize why the impact of cat-
egory signals might vary over time. In the subsequent section, we describe our data and methods. 
Next, we present our regression models and end with a conclusion and discussion.

The Genre of Surf Music

The surf music genre shows a clear pattern of emergence, diffusion, decay, and revival. Figures 
1 and 2 illustrate how surf music emerged at the dawn of the 1960s, with a rapid rise in the num-
ber of new “surf” artists (Figure 1), and an increased number of compilation albums labeled as 
surf (Figure 2). Especially, artists like Dick Dale and the Beach Boys were important driving 
forces behind the growing popularity of this genre in this early period. Their first surf tracks are 
considered as starting point of the genre around 1961 (see Figures 1 and 2). As young artists, they 
created a sound that was imitated throughout the country and even the world (Crowley 2011). 

Figure 1. Number of new artists releasing a track in the surf genre for the first time each year (www.
discogs.com) (n = 1,782).

www.discogs.com
www.discogs.com
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Figure 3 illustrates the diffusion of surf music in this early period. It first originated in California 
and around 1963 surf music had spread throughout the United States and was experiencing a 
boom in popularity. The great majority of the surf bands arose during this period, and artists 
working in different genres jumped on the bandwagon (Blair 2015).

However, even at the end of the 1960s, still more than half of the surf tracks came from 
California (see Figure 3). A distinctive subcultural lifestyle also remained somewhat exclusive to 
California, as it was considered the “prototypical” surfing state (Crowley 2011). Indeed, the 
Californian roots were a strong identity feature of surf music, and the broader surf culture and 
artists tried to capture “the essence of being a teenager and living in Southern California” (Blair 
2008: v). To signal this distinctive surf culture, band names, song titles, album titles, and lyrics 
often included references to specific subcultural lingo that surfers were using to describe a broad 
range of topics related to surfing (e.g., its participants, environment, and techniques; Cralle 
1991), as well as the specific geographic locations (“California” or “Hawai”’) or locales (beaches, 
bays, piers, and coasts) that were important for surf culture (Blair 2015; Schmidt 2007).

Toward the end of the 1960s, the popularity of the genre diminished as sudden as it emerged. 
The “British invasion” of bands such as the Beatles to the United States resulted in a shift toward 
different music styles. This decrease set in during 1964, and both Figures 1 and 2 show that when 
the Beatles scored their first number one hit in the U.S. music charts, the number of artists enter-
ing the genre and the number of compilation albums using the “surf” label started to decrease. 
Toward the end of the decade, the genre had its sunset when “music turned away from the 
beaches” (Blair 2015:57) and both figures show that, after 1970, not many new artists or compi-
lation albums entered the market.

During the early 1980s, surf music experienced a modest revival, often claimed to be ushered in 
by Jon & the Nightriders who did an homage to surf music in 1979 (Crowley 2011; Schmidt 2007). 
However, surf music’s biggest revival started around 1994, the release year of Quintin Tarentino’s 
Pulp Fiction. This film used surf tracks from the 1960s and the soundtrack of the film turned out to 
be a commercial hit (Blair 2015). Again, Figures 1 and 2 show an increase in artists entering the 
genre and compilation albums using the surf label from 1980 onward. This “second” and “third 

Figure 2. Number of surf music compilations albums released yearly (www.discogs.com) (n = 1,096).

www.discogs.com
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wave” popularized the genre with new audiences and did so with reference to its roots in the 1960s 
(Blair 2015). These revivals are most clearly depicted in Figure 2, with high peaks in the use of the 
surf label on compilation albums. The peaks in Figure 1 remain relatively modest, and, combined, 
these figures show that the reiteration of surf music was mostly driven by renewed attention for the 
music produced during the heydays in the 1960s. This also aligns with the narrative of surf, which 
indeed depicts these later waves of interest for surf music as “revivals” of the music produced in the 
1960s, with only some redefinition by emerging artists (Crowley 2011; Schmidt 2007).

Categorical Dynamics and Membership Signaling

Among organizational sociologists, categories are considered as a group of similar organizations 
that, together with a set of relevant external audiences, come to a mutual understanding of what 
membership in this organizational category entails (Hannan et al. 2019; Vergne and Wry 2014). 
One of the central elements is the concept of identity, which serves as a taken-for-granted basis 

Figure 3. Distribution of surf tracks produced between 1959 and 1970 over the United States.
Note. Maps show cumulative number of record by the end of the respective years.
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for audiences to assess membership and generate expectations. Greta Hsu and Michael T. Hannan 
(2005) define this organizational identity as consisting of “social codes, or sets of rules, specify-
ing the features that an organization is expected to possess.” Recently, there is a growing empha-
sis in organization theory on understanding how categories and its boundaries evolve over time 
(Hannan et al. 2019), such as category emergence (Bogaert, Boone, and Carroll 2010; Ruef 
2000), category durability (Lounsbury and Rao 2004), category change (Negro, Hannan, and Rao 
2011), and category decline and demise (Kennedy and Fiss 2013; Kuilman and van Driel 2012).

Although much research stops after category demise, and ignores what happens afterward, 
categories can also go through revivals (Grodal and Kahl 2017). Several studies have pointed out 
how—even though a category might have lost its place in cognitive representations of audiences 
(Grodal and Kahl 2017; Kuilman and van Driel 2012) or has become an “empty category,” that 
is, a category without any active members (Kennedy and Fiss 2013; Kuilman and van Driel 2012; 
Pólos, Hannan, and Carroll 2002)—categories can experience multiple cycles and can be “for-
gotten” multiple times, each time having a revival in later periods (Grodal and Kahl 2017).

The narrative about the category can also change over time. Grégoire Croidieu and Narasimhan 
Anand (2018), for example, show how “memory work” shifted the meaning of one particular event 
(the “Paris event”) in the California wine industry from an anecdotal status to a turning point for this 
industry. Where in earlier times this event only played a marginal role in defining the California 
wine industry, historic notions of the industry changed so that it started to play a crucial defining 
role in later periods. Studies on artistic revivals found that, especially in these times, the narrative 
around a category changes, because revivals are often targeted at different audiences (Hill and 
Bithell 2014; Van Poecke 2017). The role of gatekeepers is especially important here, because their 
boundary work often connects products to contemporary audiences, even if that means extracting 
these products from their historical or cultural contexts (Griswold 1986; Hancock 2008).

The notion of membership signaling is already well discussed in literature on market catego-
ries. Here, signaling is often seen as a process of self-categorization to highlight categories that 
contribute to a positive identity in a certain situation (Granqvist et al. 2013; Negro et al. 2015; 
Verhaal et al. 2015). In this paper, we focus on linguistic signals (Kim, Buffart, and Croidieu 2016) 
following research on how vocabularies or specific words can shape (collective) action and 
achieve specific ends (Burke 1935; Mills 1939). In the context of category studies, this means that 
vocabularies can bridge individual cognitions and come to a collective understanding of a cate-
gory or genre (Loewenstein et al. 2012). This implies the existence of a cognitive association 
between specific words and categories, meaning that different labels can be used to describe what 
a category is about. Prior research has shown that actors or products that are prototypical of a 
category are usually more appealing to audiences, but what this prototypicality means is subject to 
change over time (Hannan et al. 2019). We can thus expect that products that signal the prototypi-
cal identity features of the time will be more favorably evaluated by contemporary audiences.

In this paper, we argue that the effect of different kinds of signals on market category inclusion 
can vary in strength over time. Our basic assumption is that certain categorical attributes become 
more or less prevalent over time for defining the category. Following one of the main studies in 
category signaling by Negro et al. (2015), we expect to find these changes, especially, in the deci-
sions made by gatekeepers of a field. Signaling has been included in previous longitudinal stud-
ies but mostly as a possible residue of history, especially when these signals are embedded in 
names or other static features of the organizational identity. Barnett et al. (2012) show, for exam-
ple, how the market memory of organizational identity is often prone to forgetting and that orga-
nizational naming can counteract this lack of remembrance. Likewise, we argue that signals are 
indeed a way to enhance market remembrance, but that what is remembered, and therefore which 
signals are important for categorical inclusion, can change over time. Although signaling has 
often been interpreted as a way to counter the forgetting of identities, we will argue that signaling 
itself is also prone to change over time.
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Elaborate and Restricted Category Signals

We draw upon Basil Bernstein’s (1964) sociolinguistic theory of language codes, and his distinc-
tion between “elaborate” and “restricted” codes, to argue that a shift can occur over time in the 
type of signal that is central to a category. Bernstein developed the concept of “elaborate” and 
“restricted” codes to understand how language or speech systems reflect differences in social 
organization and levels of solidarity. Albert Bergesen (1984) has applied these to the dynamics of 
art styles and has argued that the development in the social organization of art styles can lead to 
the use of different artistic codes. We expect a difference in the importance of “elaborate” and 
“restricted” signals in different phases of category development.

According to Bernstein (1964), elaborate codes develop among low-solidarity groups and 
start from an expectation of difference from other actors and are characterized by preparation 
and delivery of relatively explicit and universalistic meaning. This universalistic meaning 
implies that elaborate codes are also comprehensible for persons other than those in your peer 
groups. In terms of category signals, elaborate codes therefore can refer to signals that are also 
intelligible for external audiences. Most prior studies of categorical signaling have looked at the 
signaling of the category label itself as a very direct and general category signal (e.g., Jeroen 
Kuilman and Hugo van Driel, 2012, on labels such as “airways” or “airlines”; José Antonio 
Rosa et al., 1999, on the label “mini-van”; Nina Granqvist et al., 2013, on the nanotechnology 
label). In general, these studies agree that this “elaborate” category signaling of the category 
label is creating an association between the firms and the category (Granqvist et al. 2013). 
Moreover, prior studies have found that while the meaning of category labels can change over 
time, the labels themselves are durable over time (Loewenstein et al. 2012; Ocasio and Joseph 
2005). For example, the importance of the “dot-com label” changed after the burst of the dot-
com bubble (Lee 2001). However, in both periods, firms that were signaling the label were 
strongly associated to the market category of “Internet firms.” We argue that these elaborate 
codes do not easily lose their meaning and “transcend” time and place, because they are also 
intelligible for broader audiences that are targeted during revivals. As such, elaborate signals 
will have an enduring positive effect of market category inclusion.

Hypothesis 1: The effect of elaborate category signals on gatekeepers’ inclusion in the market 
category is positive regardless of the period.

Restricted codes tend to emerge in tightly bound social groups that are characterized by shared 
identifications in which communication relies heavily on tacit knowledge (Bernstein 1964). 
Because the use of restricted codes is often directed toward peers, these codes are used somewhat 
less consciously and have more particularistic meanings compared with elaborate codes 
(Bernstein 1964). In terms of category signals, restricted codes are thus constructed among other 
category members. Compared with elaborate types of signals, restricted category signals have 
only received scant attention. Some papers have shown how organizations can use rhetoric and 
language to signal the shared narrative of a market category (Lamertz et al. 2005; Verhaal et al. 
2015). Damon Phillips (2011) describes the use of certain “slang” terms as signals in jazz whose 
meaning might have been known among jazz participants (“jelly”), but are probably less com-
mon knowledge. However, Phillips does not explicitly make a distinction between elaborate 
(“jazz,” “jass,” or “blues”) and more restricted signals (“hot,” “jelly”) and treats them as equally 
unambiguous signals. We argue that certain signals are more restricted as they function as code 
among high-solidarity groups, and others are more elaborate general signals. Bergesen (1984), 
for example, argues that with the growth of an artistic style, and the expansion of the audiences 
to which the art work needs to “speak,” the restricted code that made sense among a limited 
group of participants loses its appeal.
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In line with this, we argue that, especially in times of category revival, restricted signals are more 
prone to lose their appeal, as, during revivals, gatekeepers are often targeting different and broader 
audiences and seek out cultural products with relevance for the time, that connect to these contem-
porary audiences (Griswold 1986). It seems doubtful whether restricted vocabularies find the cul-
tural resonance needed to gain acceptance by contemporary audiences and can stand the “test of 
time” (Ocasio and Joseph 2005), specifically through times of inactivity without the “institutional 
maintenance” to preserve these restricted social codes (Jones and Massa 2013). In terms of category 
studies, one could thus say that what is prototypical of the category changes with the changing audi-
ences from the original period to the revival period. Therefore, we expect that the situated meaning 
of restricted category signals might be more important as signals of prototypicality in the original 
period of the category when gatekeepers addressed a more specific insider audience. However, 
these restricted signals probably lose importance in the revival period as they are less likely to cor-
respond with the prototypical view of surf music of broader audiences targeted in this period.

Following literature on category signaling in general would lead us to disregard time and 
predict as a baseline that restricted category signals will have a positive effect regardless of time 
(Hypothesis 2a). However, when we take time into account, we expect the effect of these restricted 
signals to decrease.

Hypothesis 2a: The effect of restricted category signals on gatekeepers’ inclusion in the mar-
ket category is positive regardless of the period.

Hypothesis 2b: The effect of restricted category signals on gatekeepers’ inclusion in the mar-
ket category inclusion decreases from the original to the revival period.

The Importance of Place Signals

Besides “elaborate” and “restricted” codes, place signals can also affect category market inclusion, 
especially in categories that are strongly “codified” as place-based. In the case of music, genres 
often tend to cluster in specific geographic areas as new conventions develop out of the activities of 
localized avant-garde “scenes” (Lena 2012). These geographic origins can become symbolically 
meaningful when the local site of production is “encoded” into the genres’ identity. In those cases, 
locations of production can be used as information cues toward audiences (Roth and Romeo 1992). 
“Emplaced” products are often seen as more authentic or meaningful to their local communities 
(Beverland 2005; Barnett et al. 2012; Cheyne and Binder 2010). Specific place signals can thus 
cause audiences to associate a product with particular categories. Mere emplacement is, however, 
not enough, but it requires the “right” place signals (Romanelli and Khessina 2005).

Notions of authenticity change over time, and therefore the importance of place signals might do 
so too. As already discussed above, Barnett et al. (2012) have argued that notions of authenticity are 
prone to forgetting and that time renders inaccurate our collective memory of what is actually 
authentic. Moreover, one might even say that images of authenticity always involve “projecting an 
image that is partly true and partly rhetorical” (Beverland 2005:1008). Over time, narratives arise 
that define and distinguish the authentic from the inauthentic (Fine 2003). This means that products 
are not authenticated for their material attributes, but rather for corresponding to biographical nar-
ratives of the category (Carroll and Swaminathan 1991; Kahl, Kim, and Phillips 2010; Svejenova 
2005). This aligns with studies that show that, during artistic revivals, gatekeepers selectively 
employ the past (Hill and Bithell 2014), extracting the category from its historical and cultural 
contexts (Hancock 2008).

Narrativized notions of place specifically have been shown to play a vital role in the re-emer-
gence of categories. R. Raffaelli (2013), for example, describes how in the re-emergence of the 
Swiss mechanical watchmaking industry the legacy identity as “Swiss” was invoked. Jeroen 
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Kuilman (2005) also shows how Shanghai’s historic identity as China’s financial center enabled the 
re-emergence of foreign banks here after periods of economic isolationism. In these examples, 
place labels have gained a type of narrativized importance over time, and using these labels can 
have positive effects regardless of the actual material attributes of these products. From this per-
spective, place-based authenticity is a rhetorical tool used by gatekeepers and their narratives deter-
mine what aspects are highlighted (Carroll and Wheaton 2009). These narratives of authenticity are 
often intelligible for wider audiences as they function as prototypical representations of a category 
without having to understand the specific qualities of that category (Kovács, Carroll, and Lehman 
2013). Following prior research, we expect that, during revivals, gatekeepers engage in a form of 
“demographic profiling” (Lena and Peterson 2008:706), by emphasizing narratives of origin that 
are prototypical to a category for the broader audience. Therefore, we argue that these narrativized 
codes will have an increased importance in the revival period compared with the original period.

We follow prior research in distinguishing location and locale as two dimensions of place, where 
the former refers to the macro-order dimension of place as a specific point on a map (e.g., California), 
while locale refers to the psychical settings and actual shapes and contours of places in which 
people live, social relations are constituted, and everyday interactions are routinized (Agnew 1987; 
Cheyne and Binder 2010). This seems particularly important for surf music, a genre where myths 
and narratives seem to flourish (Stranger 2017). Specifically, the broader surf culture in which the 
genre is embedded is characterized by narratives on both dimensions of place.

For the dimension of location, there are California myths (Crowley 2011; Leaf 1978) and 
Hawaiian legends of ancient sportsmen (Finney and Houston 1996). On the locale dimension, surf 
culture is characterized by narratives such as the myth of “the perfect wave” or “secret surf spots” 
and legends about the “Vals” (people from the valley; Stranger 2017). While market memory of 
where surf musicians originally came from will possibly fade over time, signals to locations and 
locales that correspond with narratives on surf music will find the resonance needed to gain attrac-
tion (Ocasio and Joseph 2005). We expect that the development of this place-based narrativization 
will result in stronger effects for place signaling in later periods than in earlier periods.

As with Hypothesis 2, following category signaling literature in general would lead us to dis-
regard time differences and a baseline prediction of a positive effect for location and locale sig-
naling (Hypothesis 3a/4a), while when time is considered, we expect the effect of this type of 
signal to increase:

Hypothesis 3a: The effect of location signals on gatekeepers’ inclusion in the market category 
is positive regardless of the period.

Hypothesis 3b: The effect of location signals on gatekeepers’ market category inclusion 
increases from the original to the revival period.

Hypothesis 4a: The effect of locale signals on gatekeepers’ inclusion in the market category 
is positive regardless of the period.

Hypothesis 4b: The effect of locale signals on gatekeepers’ market category inclusion 
increases from the original to the revival period.

Data and Methods

Research Sample

Our data collection is based on discographical data from John Blair’s (2008) “The Illustrated 
Discography of Surf Music.” This discography contains information about thousands of surf music 
tracks from the early 1960s. Blair’s discography is generally regarded as the most complete over-
view of surf music released in the early 1960. A key advantage of the discography is that it includes 
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not only more renowned artists in surf music but also minor or unknown artists. From this discog-
raphy, we obtained information on 2,547 surf music tracks released during the original period of 
surf music, between 1958 and 1970, with “tracks” being our unit of analysis. Blair’s inclusion of 
tracks into this surf discography is based on a systematic selection of songs based on a multiplicity 
of characteristics (i.e., instrumentation, sound, titles, lyrics). For a thorough understanding of the 
selection process, we refer to the detailed explanation in Blair’s discography (pp. vi–vii).

For collecting data missing in Blair’s discography, such as general information about tracks, 
artists, or labels, we consulted a number of online databases: auction Web sites for vinyl (www.
discogs.com; www.45cat.com; www.popsike.com) and genre-specific Web sites (www.reverb-
central.com; www.surfguitar101.com).

Dependent Variable

To capture changes in the effects of category signals, we aim to explain the difference between 
the number of times a track is included in the market category “surf music” by gatekeepers dur-
ing surf’s first wave and during the revival. Gatekeepers’ market category inclusion is operation-
alized through quantifying how often tracks are included on surf compilation albums in the early 
period (1959–1970) and in the late period (1980–2017). Tracks that are more often included on 
compilation albums can tell us what is considered prototypical surf music in those times. This 
operationalization tells something about how categorical signals are differently picked up by 
producers of surf compilations in the early and revival stages of the genre. Previous studies have 
often taken a different measure of market category inclusion in the music industry, including 
awards, chart success, or mentions in critical texts such as reviews or biographies. Compilation 
albums, however, allow us to take the granularity of musical categorization into account. Usually, 
there is much overlap in how different genres are treated by critics (Van Venrooij 2009), and the 
most specific music charts and awards are still on the level of meta-categories such as “rock” and 
“pop” (Schmutz 2005). For a small genre such as surf music, we therefore have to consider forms 
of “subcultural” market positioning and we argue that surf music compilation albums are a form 
of “subcultural canonization,” reflecting a practical classification (Bourdieu 1996) by grouping 
tracks considered most important for surf music as a genre.

We compare inclusion rates of tracks on compilations between two different periods, which 
we demarcate based on our description of the development of surf music presented above. For 
the early period, we used the year of the first and last track in our sample (1958 and 1970). For 
the late period, we used 1980 as the start year of the “second wave” and gathered data until 2017, 
the last full year before we gathered these data. The variables of early and late compilation album 
inclusion are constructed using online discographic database and auction Web site Discogs 
(www.discogs.com). This user-generated database has a focus on Vinyl and CD recordings and 
with more than 16,000 releases categorized as “Surf” serves as a useful database for the current 
research (for more information and discussion on this database as a data source, see van Venrooij 
2015). Using a Web site scraper, the tracks included on 1,782 compilation albums labeled as surf 
are collected, 263 for the early period and 1,519 for the late period. We only used compilation 
albums that contain various artists and single artist compilations are excluded. Subsequently, for 
each track included in our data set, we tracked how often it was included on surf compilation 
albums during both the early and the late period. To give an impression of the kinds of songs that 
fare well, a top 10 of tracks included on these compilation albums is found in Table 1.

Independent Variables

In this article, we constructed four independent variables that represent the types of signals out-
lined above. These signals are examined in both the name of the artist and the title of the track. 

www.discogs.com
www.discogs.com
www.45cat.com
www.popsike.com
www.reverbcentral.com
www.reverbcentral.com
www.surfguitar101.com
www.discogs.com


Punt and van Venrooij 397

Lyrics are excluded because many surf tracks are instrumental. These independent variables are 
coded dichotomously, as either “containing” or “not containing” the specific vocabulary. The 
language used in both the track titles and act names is combined here, as there is no reason to 
expect a difference between their signals. By looking at the titles and names, we follow prior 
research that argues that these are by far the clearest symbolic signal (cf. Glynn and Abzug 2002; 
Phillips 2011).

For each type of signal specified in the theory, we compiled a list of words that form one of 
the vocabularies discussed above. First, for the elaborate category signals, we follow prior stud-
ies on category signals and use the references to the category label “surf” or variations on this 
(i.e., mostly “surfin(g)” and “surfer”). We found 496 tracks signaling this category label in total. 
Second, the restricted category signals are based on an inductive coding of the track titles and 
band names. We analyzed the vocabulary in the track titles and band names by comparing them 
with specific vernacular described in reference works on surf music (Blair 2015; Crowley 2011; 
Schmidt 2007) and surf slang in particular (Cralle 1991). This mostly includes words that have 
little meaning outside of surf culture and are confined to members of surf culture. Many of these 
words originated in the California surf community but also spread to other surf communities 
across the country (Cralle 1991). This iterative process of moving back and forth between the 
titles and names in our sample and the reference work on surf music resulted in the identification 
of 36 surf slang words that were used 280 times in the track titles and band names (Table 2).

Third, for place signals we look at both location and locale. For location signaling, track titles 
and band names are inductively examined for references to California-related and Hawaii-related 
geographical locations. California is widely considered as the surfing state and was the most 
prominent home to the surfing life style. Hawaii is often mythologized as the “birth place” of 
surfing, and we found that references to Hawaii are included in many band names and track titles. 

Table 1. Top 10 Tracks Included in the Early and Late Compilation Album Canon.

Track title Artist Count

Early period
 Wipe Out Surfaris 14
 Surfin Safari Beach Boys 7
 Surfer’s Stomp Jim Waller & the Deltas 7
 Pipeline Chantays 6
 Surfin USA Beach Boys 6
 I Get Around Beach Boys 5
 Church Key Dave Myers & His Surftones 5
 Surf Party Astronauts 5
 Surf City Jan & Dean 4
 Hot Doggin Astronauts 4
Late period
 Wipe Out Surfaris 99
 Surf City Jan & Dean 92
 Pipeline Chantays 62
 Surfin Bird Trashmen 62
 Miserlou Dick Dale & The Del Tones 61
 Surf Rider Lively Ones 61
 Surfin USA Beach Boys 58
 Surfin Safari Beach Boys 52
 Bustin Surfboards Tornadoes 50
 Walk Don’t Run 64 Ventures 50
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Table 3 shows the specific geographical locations that were used for operationalizing the location 
signals. We excluded the word “Hollywood” in our operationalization of this variable, because 
this location probably has too many different connotations besides its connotation with California.1 
Only 54 location signals were used in our sample. Besides this, Table 3 shows the words used for 

Table 2. List of Words Used to Operationalize the Restricted Category Signaling Variable.

Word Specification Count

Banzai Nickname of a surf break in Hawaii 3
Bombora A spot where waves break on the “outside” 3
Break An obstruction causing a wave to break or the breaking of the 

wave itself.
31

Bunny A young woman who spends her time at the beach 9
Cowabunga Exclamation often used by surfers 1
Hang(ing) Five A trick in which one is curling five toes around the front of your 

board
3

Hang(ing) Ten A trick in which one is curling ten toes around the front of your 
board

4

K-38 Nickname to a famous surf spot at kilometer 38 of the Baja 
Highway 1

1

K-39 Nickname to a famous surf spot at kilometer 39 of the Baja 
Highway 1

1

Nose The front of the surf board 2
Pipe A wave that breaks so that it create a tube. 11
Stomp Foot-stomping dance to surf music 63
Curl Another word for wave 5
Wipe out Falling of your surf board (while on a wave) 20
Barrel The inside of a breaking wave 1
Surf(ing) Safari/Surfari Surfing somewhere out of town 48
Beach Bum Someone who visits the beach very frequently 2
Big Kahuna Best surfer on the beach 1
Biter Someone who copies everything surfers do 2
Burn(ing) Stealing a wave from another surfer 4
Stringer Strip that runs down the middle of the board 1
Cookin(g) When surf conditions are good 1
Crusher Someone who surfs hard 1
Hot Doggin(g)/Hot 

Dogger
Umbrella term for stunts on a surf board 4

Baggies/Baggys Loose-fitting (surf) shorts 12
Gladiator Male with more than one strap on his sandals 3
Goofy (Foot) Surfing with the right leg/foot forward (common for left-handed 

persons)
3

Gremlin/Gremmie Young surfer or trouble-maker on the beach 7
Hodad(dy) Someone who pretends to surf by coming to good beaches 2
Kamikaze Awesome 2
Soul Surfer A good surfer who surfs for spiritual reasons 1
Soup The foamy water of a broken wave 5
Spinner Turning 360 degrees on your board 3
Surf Gypsy / Gypsy surfer A surfer who does not return home but sleeps on the beach 3
Tube The inside of a breaking wave 3
Woody Station wagon with wooden side panels used by surfers. 14



Punt and van Venrooij 399

operationalizing locale signals. We inductively studied the track titles and band names to find 
these locale terms. The definition of locale here is the actual physicality of space where people 
interact in their daily lives (Agnew 1987). For surfing, we found 252 locale references, mostly 
related to the beach or the sea.

Control Variables

We included a number of control variables. First, we control for the possibility that commercial 
success, as measured by success in the Billboard Hot 100, influences the inclusion on compila-
tion albums. Therefore, we consider whether the tracks in our sample were hits in the Billboard 
Hot 100 (www.billboard.com). Second, using the same data, we also considered the number of 
hits that artists had prior to the time of compilation inclusion. This means that for every artist, we 
collected the number of hits they scored up to 1959 for our early period and up to 1980 for our 
late period. A third variable measuring success is the size of the label on which the song was 
released. This variable is operationalized by taking the number of tracks released on each of the 

Table 3. List of Words Used to Operationalize Location Signaling and Locale Signaling Variables.

Location signaling Count

California 36
 Including
  Anaheim 3
  Azusa 2
  Balboa 3
  Cucamonga 1
  Huntington Beach 2
  Malibu 13
  Newport Beach 7
  Pacific 5
 Excluding
  Hollywood 14
Hawaii 18
 Including
  Honolulu 6
  Makaha 4
  Waikiki 8

Locale signaling Count

Bay 7
Beach 119
Coast 6
Dune 2
Reef 3
Sand 37
Sea 35
Shore 4
The blue 3
Tide 25
Water 11

www.billboard.com
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labels included in the discography by Blair (2008), thereby capturing the size of labels within the 
genre of surf music specifically. Fourth, we control whether artists originated from California, 
because, as detailed above, the genre of surf music was highly embedded in the Californian life 
style and this state experienced the most vibrant surf music scene (also see Figure 3). Fifth, we 
assess whether tracks originated from central music production cities. We use Richard Florida 
and Scott Jackson’s (2010) list of cities with the most musicians in 1970 to identity the central 
music cities during the heydays of surf music. Sixth, we included a dichotomous variable that 
measures whether the tracks were vocal or instrumental surf songs. Within the surf genre, differ-
ent actors were active in either instrumental surf music or vocal surf music, both making authen-
ticity claims when it comes to “true surf music.” These data were also derived from John Blair’s 
discography. Furthermore, we used Blair’s discography to control for whether a track was 
released on the A-side or B-side of a record, as A-side tracks might be more likely to be included 
on compilations. Finally, for the late period, we control for compilation inclusion in the early 
period. Table 4 shows the descriptive statistics of the independent and control variables and a 
correlation matrix. These independent and control variables were found for 1,803 surf tracks 
from Blair’s discography, and therefore, our analysis will be limited to these tracks.

Negative Binomial Regression

Negative binomial regression was used to model the compilation inclusion of the tracks, as the 
dependent variable is constructed as count data or nonnegative integers and the data are overdis-
persed. To model changes in the effects of our independent variables on compilation inclusion in 
the two time periods, and test the first four hypotheses, we have constructed a panel data structure 
of track by time period (1.803 tracks in two time periods). Because standard errors in panel data 
can have heteroscedasticity and autocorrelation, we run our negative binomial regressions with 
robust standard errors using the sandwich package in R. We also include a period dummy and 
interact the independent variables with this dummy to capture these effects’ change over time.

To test the effects of different types of signaling, the independent and control variables are 
entered in blocks. To measure the model improvement of these different blocks, the log-likeli-
hood of these different nested models is compared with each other and with the null model using 
the likelihood ratio test:

LR loglik loglik= − × ( )( ) − ( )( )



2 1 2m m ,

where loglik(m*) denotes the two models that need to be compared. This formula gives a log-
likelihood ratio chi-square that can be used to evaluate the improvement of fit per model. The 
degrees of freedom, used for the test of significance, equal the number of unique variables from 
Model B. For negative binomial regression, B coefficients can be converted to the effect in per-
centages using the following formula:

100 1× ( ) − exp .B

This formula demonstrates the effect (in percentages) that a one-unit change in a variable will 
have on the expected number of compilation inclusions. This conversion allows for better com-
parison between the different variables.

Results

Table 4 presents descriptive statistics for all the variables. A first observation is that in both the 
early period and the late period, the average times a track was included on the compilation 



401

T
ab

le
 4

. 
D

es
cr

ip
tiv

e 
St

at
is

tic
s 

an
d 

Pe
ar

so
n 

C
or

re
la

tio
ns

 (
N

 =
 1

,8
03

).

V
ar

ia
bl

e
M

SD
M

in
im

um
M

ax
im

um

C
or

re
la

tio
ns

 
(1

)
(2

)
(3

)
(4

)
(5

)
(6

)
(7

)
(8

)
(9

)
(1

0)
(1

1)
(1

2)
(1

3)
(1

4)

 (
1)

H
it

0.
02

0.
14

9
0

1
 

 (
2)

Pr
io

r 
hi

ts
 a

rt
is

t 
(1

95
9)

0.
10

0.
73

5
0

12
.1

5
 

 (
3)

Pr
io

r 
hi

ts
 a

rt
is

t 
(1

98
0)

1.
54

6.
18

7
0

45
.2

5
.3

8
 

 (
4)

La
be

l s
iz

e
12

.4
5

16
.9

61
1

77
.0

8
.1

1
.3

9
 

 (
5)

M
us

ic
 c

en
te

r 
or

ig
in

0.
23

0.
41

9
0

1
.0

3
.0

2
−

.0
1

.0
6

 
 (

6)
In

st
ru

m
en

ta
l

0.
62

0.
48

6
0

1
−

.0
5

−
.1

0
−

.1
9

−
.0

7
−

.1
2

 
 (

7)
Be

ac
h 

Bo
ys

0.
01

0.
11

0
0

1
.1

2
−

.0
2

.7
8

.3
8

−
.0

6
−

.1
4

 
 (

8)
A

-s
id

e 
tr

ac
k

0.
46

0.
49

9
0

1
.0

7
.0

2
−

.0
3

−
.0

3
.0

1
.0

1
−

.0
5

 
 (

9)
C

al
ifo

rn
ia

n 
or

ig
in

0.
50

0.
50

0
0

1
.0

3
−

.0
7

.0
5

.2
2

.1
2

.1
1

.1
1

−
.0

1
 

(1
0)

El
ab

or
at

e 
si

gn
al

0.
19

0.
39

2
0

1
.0

9
−

.0
1

.0
3

.0
8

.0
2

−
.1

2
0

.0
1

.0
9

 
(1

1)
R

es
tr

ic
te

d 
si

gn
al

0.
11

0.
30

9
0

1
.0

4
−

.0
4

.0
1

.0
7

.0
2

.0
4

.0
1

.0
3

.1
8

.1
6

 
(1

2)
Lo

ca
le

 s
ig

na
l

0.
09

0.
29

0
0

1
.0

7
.0

2
.3

0
.0

8
.0

0
−

.1
1

.3
5

−
.0

1
.0

1
−

.0
6

−
.0

2
 

(1
3)

Lo
ca

tio
n 

si
gn

al
0.

02
0.

14
9

0
1

.0
3

.0
0

.0
3

.0
0

.0
4

.0
0

.0
2

.0
3

.0
3

.0
1

−
.0

2
−

.0
1

 
(1

4)
Ea

rl
y 

co
m

pi
la

tio
n 

in
cl

us
io

n
0.

19
0.

71
4

0
14

.2
7

.0
3

.2
3

.1
6

−
.0

4
.0

2
.2

2
.0

2
.1

3
.1

9
.3

1
.0

6
−

.0
1

 
(1

5)
La

te
 c

om
pi

la
tio

n 
in

cl
us

io
n

1.
21

5.
61

1
0

99
.5

0
.0

3
.2

3
.1

7
.0

2
.0

1
.2

.0
4

.1
1

.1
4

.0
6

.0
6

.0
4

.4
7



402 Sociological Perspectives 64(3)

albums is relatively low (0.19 times in the early period and 1.21 times in the late period). As it is 
often the case in cultural fields, the distribution is highly skewed with a few tracks in our sample 
attracting most inclusions. What is more surprising, however, is the correlation between the early 
and late compilation inclusion, which, considering these dependent variables is operationalized 
identically, is “only” moderate (.47). This means that, although we measure the same compilation 
process, different tracks are included in the surf compilation canon in the different time periods. 
This might already suggest that different standards are used for inclusion by gatekeepers during 
these two periods. When looking at our four signaling variables, we can see that elaborate signal-
ing is with 19 percent by far the most used type of signaling. Only 2 percent of the tracks included 
location signals—making it the least used form of signaling. What might be even more important 
is that our signaling variables show only weak correlations (with a maximum correlation of .16). 
This means that the use of these different types of signaling proves to be relatively exclusive and 
tracks (or their bands) do not often use different signals together.

Tests of Hypotheses

All models in Table 5 used panel data to test the four hypotheses. These models show variance 
inflation factors (VIFs) not exceeding 4.19, suggesting our variables do not seem to create prob-
lematic collinearity.

Model 1 is the base model containing the control variables, and as expected, this model proves 
to be a strong significant improvement compared with the null model (χ2 = 598.98, df = 9, p < 
.001). In this first model, almost all control variables show a positive and significant effect. 
Unsurprisingly, this model shows that compilation inclusion in the late period increases when 
tracks were already included on compilations in the early period. In general, compilation album 
inclusion increases the most when the track was a hit in the 1960s. In addition, tracks are also 
more often included on compilation albums when they are instrumental or released on the A-side 
of a record. Label size also increases the number of times these tracks are included. Prior hits by 
the recording artist are significant in the first model but turn insignificant from Model 3 onward. 
Furthermore, tracks that originated from California had an increased inclusion. Indeed, these 
results show that, on average, tracks that originated from California had 80.6 percent higher 
inclusion rates on compilation albums compared with tracks that originated elsewhere.

In Model 2, the four different types of signals are included as time-invariant variables. This 
model shows a significant improvement to Model 1 (χ2 = 102.96, df = 4, p < .00). Because for 
every track these signals remain constant over the two periods of this research, we should inter-
pret the signal variables in this model as time-invariant. This model thus shows that without 
making a distinction between the two periods, elaborate signals, locale signals, and location 
signals all show a significant positive effect, while in this model, restricted signals are insignifi-
cant. Compilation inclusion increases the most when tracks signal surf-related locations, fol-
lowed by the elaborate signals of the surf genre label and the surfing locale signals. Following 
this model, we can confirm Hypotheses 1, 3a, and 4a and would have concluded that these three 
forms of signals are important for inclusion in market categorization devices by gatekeepers. 
However, when we consider the difference between the original period and the revival of surf 
music, we find a different pattern.

In Model 3, we interact a time dummy with the different types of signals to test whether the 
effects of these signals differ per period. Again, this model shows a significant improvement 
compared with Model 2 (χ2 = 353.21, df = 5, p < .001). In this model, the main coefficients for 
the different types of signals represent the effect of these signals for the early period. To obtain 
the effects for the revival period, we have to add the interaction coefficients to the main coeffi-
cient for each type of signal. The significant main effect for restricted signals indicates that, for 
the early period, tracks that signaled restricted vocabulary yield more inclusions than tracks that 
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Table 5. Negative Binomial Regression Models on Compilation Album Inclusion for Panel Data  
(N = 3,606).

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model R1 Model R2

Intercept −2.278***
(0.127)

−2.748***
(0.126)

−4.136***
(0.195)

−4.861***
(1.083)

−4.853***
(1.083)

Time dummy 2.082***
(0.158)

2.164***
(0.139)

2.150***
(0.139)

Control variables
 Hit 2.360***

(0.271)
2.313***

(0.277)
2.296***

(0.224)
2.005***

(0.205)
0.917***

(0257)
 Prior hits artist 0.025**

(0.009)
0.030**

(0.010)
−0.002
(0.011)

−0.016
(0.009)

0.103*
(0.043)

 Label size 0.023***
(0.002)

0.024***
(0.002)

0.023***
(0.002)

 

 Music center 0.024
(0.128)

0.030
(0.128)

0.030
(0.115)

0.174
(0.140)

0.180
(0.138)

 Instrumental 0.738***
(0.111)

0.950***
(0.115)

0.875***
(0.108)

0.775***
(0.114)

0.772***
(0.114)

 Beach Boys dummy −0.529
(0.376)

−0.800
(0.427)

0.295
(0.475)

1.245**
(0.426)

1.373**
(0.485)

 A-side 0.293*
(0.127)

0.312*
(0.131)

0.308**
(0.117)

0.270**
(0.086)

0.258**
(0.086)

 Early compilation 0.516***
(0.061)

0.424***
(0.060)

0.279***
(0.058)

0.118
(0.070)

0.078
(0.076)

 California track 0.591***
(0.130)

0.546***
(0.139)

0.513***
(0.126)

0.264
(0.157)

0.270
(0.157)

Independent variables
 Elaborate signal 0.740***

(0.161)
1.087***

(0.177)
1.083***

(0.173)
1.141***

(0.171)
 Restricted signal 0.279

(0.148)
1.697***

(0.179)
1.746***

(0.165)
1.761***

(0.163)
 Locale signal 0.512**

(0.181)
0.399

(0.261)
0.333

(0.272)
0.363

(0.279)
 Location signal 1.598***

(0.206)
−0.170
(0.592)

−0.314
(0.476)

−0.269
(0.464)

Interactions
 Time × Elaborate −0.390

(0.256)
−0.302
(0.205)

−0.387
(0.203)

 Time × Restricted −1.997***
(0.259)

−1.858***
(0.233)

−1.870***
(0.237)

 Time × Locale 0.094
(0.327)

0.250
(0.304)

0.219
(0.323)

 Time × Location 1.843**
(0.619)

1.820***
(0.481)

1.790***
(0.470)

 Time × Hit 1.581***
(0.342)

 Time × Prior Hit Artist −0.131**
(0.044)

 Time × Beach Boys 0.444
(0.844)

Label dummy No No No Yes Yes
Log-likelihood −2,894.6 −2,843.1 −2,667 −2,299 −2,290
Maximum VIF 1.70079 1.92041 4.1942 4.212 4.333

Note. Standard errors in parentheses are robust standard errors. VIF = variance inflation factor.
*p ≤ .05. **p ≤ .01. ***p ≤ .001 (all two-tailed).
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did not use this type of signal. However, the interaction effect between time and restricted signals 
is negative and significant, so this effect changed in the revival period. For the late period, the 
positive effect of restricted signals is completely diminished. Figure 4 shows the change in aver-
age marginal effects for our four types of signaling from the original to the revival period in 
Model 3, and here we can clearly see that the positive effect for restricted signals in the original 
period turns negative in the revival period. This strong negative interaction effect confirms 
Hypothesis 2b that the effect of restricted signals will decrease from the original to the revival 
period. The interaction effect between time and elaborate signals is insignificant, so our model 
shows no difference between the early and the late period for the effect of elaborate signals. This 
is also shown in Figure 4 by the relatively small difference in the average marginal effect between 
the two period, together confirming Hypothesis 1.

Model 3 shows a significant interaction effect between time and location signals, indicating 
that for the late period, there is an increased effect of location signals. Figure 4 also shows that 
the average marginal effect for location signals changes from a small negative effect to quite a 
strong positive effect. These findings confirm Hypothesis 3b that the effect of location signals 
will increase from the original to the revival period. Locale signals does not show an interaction 
effect in Model 3, which is also shown by the flat line in Figure 4, so we do not find support for 
Hypothesis 4b.

Finally, Table 5 also includes two robustness checks. In Model R1, we add the record labels 
on which the tracks were released as a dummy variable. This dummy variable needs to control 
for all the variance that might be explained by tracks being released on any of the different labels. 
We add this variable mostly because of the possibility that the labels that released the compila-
tions (for both the original and the revival period) might be the same as or have commercial 
interests in the labels that released the original tracks. By controlling for the labels on which the 
original tracks were released, we do consider not only the size of the label but also their back 
catalog and other commercial interests these labels might have when they released compilations 
albums. This robustness model does not show any significant changes in our independent vari-
ables and also the effect sizes generally remain the same. In Model R2, we interact some of the 
success variables (hit, prior hit by artist, and the Beach Boys dummy) with a time variable. We 
control for this because artists that become more popular over time might be more likely to 

Figure 4. Average marginal effects for the four types of signaling in the two different time periods.



Punt and van Venrooij 405

restrict the use of their music on compilations albums, which would mean that these variables 
have a different effect in the revival period. However, this model shows no real differences with 
our previous models, and mostly tells us tracks that were a hit are more often included in the 
revival period, while tracks by artists with prior hits are more often included in the original 
period.

A striking result throughout our models is that although elaborate signals show an effect in 
both periods, in neither period it proves the most important form of signaling. What is interesting 
here is that the forms of signal that show time-dependent effects have the strongest effects in their 
periods of relevance.

Conclusion and Discussion

The aim of this paper was to investigate to what extent the understanding of a category changes 
over time and how this is reflected in the importance of different signals in periods of category 
maturation and revival. As expected, signals to the general category label of surf music showed 
to be important during both the original heydays of the genre and during the later revival. This 
shows us that these elaborate category signals can stand the test of time because of their intelli-
gibility to a broad audience. However, we also argued that not all signals that mattered in the 
early period retain their historical importance. We find that restricted category signals can actu-
ally lose their appeal for the category at large and become less important over time. Location 
signals, however, gain importance over time. Although these signals had no effect on compilation 
inclusion in the early period, in the late period, they increase the chances of inclusion. These 
results suggest that notions of prototypicality seem to change over time, from a more restricted 
in-group notion to a notion that follows a certain “myth of origin” that is better interpretable to a 
broader audience.

In broader sociological vein, our study contributes to the understanding of how changing pat-
terns of categorization also change the ways in which individuals efficiently process information 
(Zerubavel 1996), in our case how producers of surf compilation albums decide on their selec-
tions. As such, our findings on the changing roles of signals throughout the life cycles of a genre 
have implications that go beyond the case of music. Categorization is a ubiquitous process, and 
changing signals can have similar importance in other markets or social domains. Although prior 
studies have shown that the same product can be differently evaluated in separated classification 
systems (Porac, Thomas, and Baden-Fuller 1989; Zhao 2008), our study argues that the same 
product can also be differently evaluated in the same classification system over time. Moreover, 
our findings add to the understanding of boundary work during times of genre revival. Previous 
studies already showed that, during revivals, different audiences are addressed compared with 
the original period and these audiences are not always aware of a genre’s history and origins 
(Hancock 2008; Lena 2012; Van Poecke 2017). As a result, gatekeepers’ boundary work often 
includes selecting products that resonate with contemporary audiences’ view of a genre (Griswold 
1986). Our study contributes to the understanding of this boundary work by underlining the 
importance of changing notions of prototypicality for market category inclusion by 
gatekeepers.

The study of revivals also has more specific implications for the study of market categoriza-
tion. Recent studies have shed light on the varying drivers of categorization during different 
stages of category development but often stop at the stage of category demise (Granqvist and 
Ritvala 2016; Kennedy and Fiss 2013). However, Stine Grodal and Steven Kahl (2017) have 
argued that some categories go through multiple cycles, opening up the possibility to study cat-
egories’ revival. Our study contributes to these studies on categorical life cycles by examining 
the dynamics during this stage of category revival. Previous research has already acknowledged 
the possibility for categories to stay “empty” for some time (Carroll and Swaminathan 1991; 
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Dobrev 2001), but these studies found the “social codes” of categories to be unaffected by these 
periods of inactivity (Pólos et al. 2002). Our study thus adds to the understanding of changing 
“social codes” used by gatekeepers to assess market category inclusion during times of category 
re-emergence. However, we need to consider that we are studying an art form. Studying revivals 
has a long history in the sociology of the arts (Griswold 1986; Hancock 2008; Lena 2012), and, 
indeed, artistic forms might be more likely to be remembered over long intervals of time and thus 
more susceptible to revivals (Pólos et al. 2002). Future research could continue to examine the 
stage of re-emergence in other types of categories.

Although examining actors that emerged during times of revival is beyond the scope of our 
study, examining this stage of re-emergence opens up the opportunity to study how these revival-
ist actors build on their categorical ancestors after times of categorical inactivity, a process that 
is highly dependent on processes of remembrance, selection, and narrativization (Griswold 1986; 
Hill and Bithell 2014; Raffaelli 2013). This reviving and revising of the social codes of a histori-
cal category is an interesting addition to the notion of institutional maintenance, a more active 
form of maintaining the social codes and institutions in a specific field or market over time (Jones 
and Massa 2013). Our study suggests that more general and more easily narrativized features of 
a category are more likely to play a role in re-emergence. This might be an especially interesting 
avenue for research when we compare well-studied dynamics of category emergence (Bogaert 
et al. 2010; Ruef 2000) with dynamics during category re-emergence.

Although it is commonly acknowledged in category studies that external audiences impose 
constraints and create opportunities for category members (Hsu and Hannan 2005; Zuckerman 
1999), little attention has been paid to changes in target audiences. Prior studies have made a 
distinction between insider and outsider audiences to study how their interaction influences 
meaning making and boundary work of a category (Hsu et al. 2009; Kocak et al. 2014). We con-
tribute to these studies by arguing that changes in the extent to which audiences have expertise in 
or familiarity with a category can influence categorical schemas over time, in our case category 
signaling. Future studies could study the interactions among insider and outsider audiences in 
more detail, also including the role of gatekeepers in this process (Boulongne, Cudennec, and 
Durand 2019).

A limitation of our research in this sense is that the boundary work in our case is mostly rep-
resented by work done by producers of surf compilation albums. Compared with “traditional” 
gatekeepers, these producers are not only dealing with category boundary work but are also 
driven by commercial interests and the availability of tracks in their labels’ back catalogs. Future 
research could show us whether these dynamics of remembering and forgetting are also found 
when other cases and actors are considered. Moreover, our study has only implicitly theorized the 
relation between the strength of signals and the “costs” involved in acquiring these signals. Negro 
et al. (2015) have argued that more distinctive category signals function as stronger market sig-
nals but also involve higher costs that high-quality producers find easier to pay than low-quality 
producers. In our case, the restricted codes could also be argued to be costlier to acquire as these 
would require familiarity and knowledge of the subcultural codes. The finding that gatekeepers 
of the category of surf to a larger extent drew on these costlier codes in the earlier period could 
be a function of their stronger embeddedness in the scene, which would have enabled them to use 
the costlier, restricted codes in their construction of the category. The decline of the use of 
restricted codes over time could therefore also be a result of the costs involved in acquiring dis-
tinctive category signals—which were easier to acquire by the insider audiences in the original 
period of surf music, than by the outside members of the later period. As such, we extend the idea 
of Negro et al. (2015) by distinguishing between types of signals, and it would be interesting for 
future research to study how the costs for category signaling might change in different stages of 
category development.
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Note

1. As a robustness check, we also ran our models with a location signaling variable that included the word 
Hollywood. This showed no difference in the significance or direction of our results but did result in 
a slightly weaker effect for our location signaling variable in all our models, which is probably due to 
the many connotations the word Hollywood has.
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