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Abstract 

The formation of narratives while listening to music is seen across cultures, but 

narrative perception in Asian Americans who have bicultural identities is not well 

understood. This study analyzed the potential effect of cultural identity on                 

adolescents’ ability to form narratives with East Asian music. Two groups of     

adolescents (n=42), Asian American (n=28) and Non-Asian American (n=14), 

listened to three music excerpts with varying degrees of Asian and Western               

influences. The most Asian influenced excerpt was a Gugak Korean traditional 

piece titled T’ungae sanjo, performed on traditional Korean folk instruments and 

creating a distinctly East Asian sound. The Mixed excerpt, containing both            

Western and Asian influences, was from Tan Dun’s Eight Memories in                  

Watercolor. It contained a Chinese folk melody while being performed on a  

Western instrument. Finally, the most Western influenced excerpt was from Toru 

Takemitsu’s Rain Tree Sketch. The piece contained octatonicism, a musical             

technique prominent in modern Western composers’ works. Participants                   

completed a survey containing a free response question where they described their 

imagined narratives and a survey containing 4 questions measuring narrative  

engagement. Chi-square tests, t-tests, and reflexive thematic analysis were used to 

yield the results from the data collected. Results demonstrated that the extent of 

narrativization was dependent on enculturation.  Asian Americans, with their  

bicultural identities, demonstrated consistent narrativization across all excerpts. In 

contrast, non-Asian Americans narrativized significantly less for the traditional 

Asian excerpt. Within the free responses, both cohorts identified similar themes 

with the Western-influenced music, as they have had overlapping exposure to 

Western culture leading to shared thought patterns. However, there was                 

substantial thematic variability between cohorts with the Asian-influenced music, 

as the two cohorts had different levels of exposure to Asian culture. This study 

thus reinforces the notion that enculturation has a profound effect on                          

narrativization in music, demonstrated through Asian American adolescents’  

abilities to narrativize to music containing both Asian and Western roots. 

 

Introduction 

During the typical music listening experience, humans readily possess the ability 

to imagine a narrative, or tell a story (1, 2, 3, 4, 5). The ability to narrativize is an 

essential facet of musical engagement. Musical engagement has been found to 
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contain five robust factors, one of which is a narrative: stories and symbolism evoked by music (6). 

The human ability to form both imagery and narratives in response to music is evident at all ages. One 

study (7) revealed that children as young as preschoolers possessed the ability to relate musical              

excerpts to extra musical concepts, where they successfully matched the music excerpt to its                        

corresponding animal from Prokofiev’s Peter and the Wolf and Saint-Saëns’ The Carnival of the              

Animals. Music, despite its differing rhythms, textures, melodies, and thematic material, has the ability 

to evoke narratives in one’s mind (1, 8, 9, 10, 11). Humans thus inadvertently possess narrativization 

skills in navigating music. 

Yet studies exploring the root causes behind narrativization are minimal. Besides the finding that               

humans can imagine narratives, one study has hypothesized that enculturation - the different cultural 

backgrounds to which individuals are exposed to and adapt to over time - affects one’s ability to                 

narrativize to music (12). The authors examined narrative responses in people from the United States 

(Arkansas and Michigan) and compared their responses with people from Dimen, China, a rural village 

in the Guizhou province where a dialect, Dong, is spoken. In this study, participants generally                    

narrativized in response to music from both cultures, but were significantly more likely to narrativize 

with music from their own cultural background. The specific narratives generated were dependent on 

the enculturation of the individual.  Within the culture groups’ narratives formed, there was a                     

consistency of themes between their narrative content as well. For instance, in an atonal excerpt by 

Anton Webern, Arkansas listeners described horror, paranoia, and murder, while Chinese listeners  

imagined playful and happy times with friends. The authors concluded that Western listeners are more 

accustomed to Western tonal framework, whereas Chinese listeners do not attempt to impose a tonal 

frame in their listening, thus leading to dramatically differing narrative themes. Therefore,                         

enculturation seems to play a significant role in one’s narrativization to the same piece of music. 

Enculturation has further been found to play a significant role in general aspects of music perception, 

including the perception of pitch, rhythm, and complex musical structures (13). Multiple studies (13) 

have suggested that enculturation can influence one’s sensitivity to perceiving differences in pitch and 

rhythm and developing expectations of melodic and rhythmic structures in music. People listening to 

music from their own culture were found to be more attuned to recognizing subtle differences in its 

timbre in comparison with culturally unfamiliar music (14). Regarding rhythmic structure, Haumann et 

al. found that listeners growing up in Western culture neurologically reacted more strongly with a faster 

magnetic mismatch negativity response to unpredictable rhythms, whereas bicultural listeners had less 

of a rhythmic bias and processed rhythm more flexibly, suggesting their enculturation to different              

cultural music structures (15).  

Although prior work has explored the relationships between enculturation and general music                        

perception, it is unknown whether narrativization is affected by enculturation in those who possess dual 

cultural backgrounds, such as Asian Americans in the United States who are both American and of 

Asian heritage. Furthermore, the effects of musical narrativization on adolescents have not yet been 

explored. The effects of enculturation on music perception have been found to be malleable within  

children and less so in adults (16, 17), yet are understudied in adolescents. This study aims to examine 

how music is narratively perceived by adolescents in the United States who possess dual cultural                 

backgrounds. Specifically, this study focuses on narrativization in Asian American and Non-Asian 

American adolescents in response to various degrees of Asian and Western influences in music with 

the hypothesis that one’s enculturation will affect one’s ability to narrativize to music. 
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Methods 

Participants 

After obtaining Bergen County Academies Institutional Review Board approval (IRB No. 3),                   

participants were recruited from a magnet high school in Northern New Jersey and a music                      

conservatory pre-college program in New York through an email invitation sent out to the respective 

institutions requesting voluntary participation in the study. Consent and assent were obtained digitally 

through Google Forms. Participants under age 18 years obtained digital consent through their parent/

guardian uploading a digital signature and provided assent digitally. 

Participants (n=42) were students aged 12-20 years. The Asian-American (AA) cohort consisted of 28 

participants with East Asian ethnicity. The Non-Asian American (Non-AA) cohort consisted of 14  

participants. 

Music Excerpts  

Excerpts from Asian composers were chosen to include one highly traditional piece with clear East 

Asian roots (Asian), one piece containing both East Asian and Western influences and performed on a 

Western instrument (Mixed), and one highly Western influenced piece (Western). The excerpts were 

selected based on the recommendations of an East Asian music expert. The Asian influenced piece was 

an excerpt of Gugak Korean ceremonial music titled T’ungae sanjo, performed with traditional Korean 

instruments and creating a traditional Korean folk sound reminiscent of ancient ceremonial East Asian 

music. The Mixed excerpt was selected as the dual influence piece: Tan Dun’s Eight Memories in              

Watercolor, III. Staccato Beans. Staccato Beans contains a folk melody titled My New Sister-in-Law 

from Tan Dun’s hometown Hunan, China  (18). It is in the D Yu Pentatonic mode, a tonal token of East 

Asian music, and played on the modern piano, a Western instrument (18). The Western excerpt was 

Toru Takemitsu’s Rain Tree Sketch, a piano work containing octatonicism, a common feature of                 

modern Western-style music, as well as influences of Western composers including Olivier Messiaen, 

Claude Debussy, and Arnold Schönberg (19). This was selected to represent the most Western                           

-influenced excerpt of the three pieces.  

The first 60 seconds of each excerpt were taken from YouTube and converted to MP3 files with an 

anonymous label to prevent participants from knowing the piece’s name. Excerpts were randomized 

and included into the questionnaire. Participants had unlimited time to listen to the excerpts and fill out 

the questionnaire. 

Procedure 

Participants were provided a link to a Google Form containing a questionnaire and instructions upon 

providing consent. They were directed, “You’ll be asked to report aspects of your experience listening 

to musical excerpts, including whether or not you imagined a story while listening. Please do NOT 

specifically ATTEMPT to imagine a story. Simply listen to the music as you ordinarily would. If you 

imagine a story, that’s fine, and if you don’t imagine a story, that’s fine too” (12). The participants then 

accessed an MP3 audio file link to the first music excerpt. After listening to the excerpt, they were 

asked to write a free response to the Story Response Question (SRQ) prompt, in which they indicated 

whether or not they heard a story and what the story was about. Following the SRQ, the participants 

were asked to assess 4 narrative engagement (NE) statements. This process was repeated until                        

questions for all three music excerpts were completed.  

Story Response Question 

One SRQ was used for qualitative analysis of narrativization. This prompt was adapted from Margulis 

http://www.openaccesspub.org/
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(1) and asked: “Sometimes, when people listen to music, they imagine a story or elements of a story. 

Did you imagine a story while listening to this music? If so, please describe the story you imagined in 

as much detail as possible, but do not spend more than about a minute on your response. If not, why do 

you think this music didn't trigger an imagined story for you? What were you thinking about/

experiencing while listening? Answer these questions in as much detail as possible, but do not spend 

more than about a minute on your response.” 

Narrative Engagement Scale 

To quantitate narrative engagement, the NE scale, previously validated by Margulis et al. (12) was  

utilized. The NE Scale was comprised of four statements: ‘I imagined a story with clear setting,                

characters, and events’; ‘I imagined a story while the music was playing, but not afterwards’; ‘I                   

imagined a vivid story’; ‘It was easy to imagine a story when listening to the music’.  Participants used 

a visual analog scale in response to each statement, rating each from 1 to 6, with 1 being ‘Strongly  

disagree’ and 6 being ‘Strongly agree.’ The NE scale demonstrated good internal consistency when 

formulated and tested with Cronbach alpha by Margulis et al. (12). Criterion validity for the NE scale 

was also previously determined when Margulis et al. found that the NE scores had a strong association 

with the characteristics of preliminary story descriptions to music excerpts, such as number of                      

characters and number of words in the stories.  

Statistical Analysis 

Responses were categorized by the author into narratives or non-narratives using Abbott’s definition of 

narrative: “the representation of events, consisting of story and narrative discourse; story is an event or 

sequence of events (action); and narrative discourse is those events represented” (20). Narrativization 

Frequency (NF) was then calculated for each cohort and statistically compared using Chi-square                

analysis. Responses from the NE Scale were averaged to create a mean NE Score (NES) and                      

statistically analyzed using T-tests.   

Qualitative Analysis 

Reflexive thematic analysis (21) was utilized for qualitative analysis of the SRQ responses. An                   

inductive approach was taken where the coder (author) analyzed the data and organically developed 

themes as outputs. The coder then coded the data into the thematic outputs. 

  Narrativization Frequency % 

Music Influence AA (n=28) Non-AA (n=14) 

Asian 19 (67.86) 7 (50.00) 

Mixed 24 (85.71)^ 12 (85.71)* 

Western 19 (67.86)^^ 10 (71.43)^^^ 

Table 1. Narrativization frequency, separated by music influence, comparing AA vs. Non-AA cohort 

Note. AA: Asian Americans; Non-AA: Non-Asian Americans 

*p = 0.043 Asian vs. Mixed Music Influence in non-AA 

^p = 0.11 Asian vs. Mixed Music Influence in AA  

^^p = 1.0 Asian vs. Western Influence in AA 

^^^p = 0.25 Asian vs. Western Influence in non-AA  
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Results 

Narrativization Frequency 

Table 1 displays the NF for each music excerpt, divided into the AA group and Non-AA group. The 

AA group had similarly high rates of NF with all three music excerpts, ranging from 67.86% to 

85.71%.  In contrast, the Non-AA group was significantly less likely to imagine a story in response to 

the Asian influenced music excerpt, compared with the Mixed influenced excerpt (NF 50.00% vs 

85.71%, p=0.043).   

Narrative Engagement 

Table 2 outlines the degree of narrative engagement based on the mean NES for each music excerpt for 

both cohorts. The AA group demonstrated similar narrative engagement across all music types, with 

mean NES of 3.38-3.80 (scale 1-6).  Consistent with the NF findings, the Non-AA group showed the 

same pattern of significantly lower narrative engagement with the Asian influenced music compared 

with the Mixed excerpt (mean NES 3.34 vs 4.20, p=0.047).  

Within each music type, both AA and Non-AA groups had no significant differences in either narrative 

frequency or narrative engagement, suggesting that the music itself had less influence on                            

narrativization than the enculturation of each group. 

Narrative Content 

Figure 1 displays the most common themes described in the free response narrative content for each 

music excerpt. Notably, the most commonly identified subject themes were the same across both AA 

and Non-AA groups for the Western and Mixed influenced music excerpts, whereas it differed widely 

for the Asian influenced excerpt. 

In response to the Western influenced excerpt, 47.37% of AA participants and 60.00% of Non-AA  

participants described the theme “Mystery, Confusion” using at least one of the following words or 

phrases: ‘uneasy,’ ‘blindly stumbling,’ ‘mysterious dreams,’ ‘detective,’ ‘suspicious,’ ‘masked,’ 

‘secret,’ ‘lost,’ ‘spiral,’ ‘out there,’ ‘suspense.’ With the Mixed influenced excerpt, 60.87% of AA              

participants and 58.33% of Non-AA participants described the theme “Movement, Chase, Traveling” 

using at least one of the following words or phrases: ‘going on a journey,’ ‘motion,’ ‘running,’ 

‘chasing,’ ‘mice running from a cat,’ ‘cars,’ ‘car ride,’ ‘walking,’ ‘train,’ ‘twists and turns,’ ‘prancing,’ 

Music Influence Mean NES: AA Mean NES: Non-AA 

Asian 3.47   3.34 

Mixed 3.80^ 4.20* 

Western 3.38^^ 4.12^^^ 

Table 2. Mean Narrative Engagement Score (NES) separated by music influence, comparing AA vs. Non-AA 

cohort 

Note. AA: Asian Americans; Non-AA: Non-Asian Americans 

*p = 0.047 Asian vs. Mixed Music Influence in non-AA 

^p = 0.17 Asian vs. Mixed Music Influence in AA  

^^p = 0.41 Asian vs. Western Influence in AA 

^^^p = 0.08 Asian vs. Western Influence in non-AA  
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‘on the move,’ ‘galloping.’ 

With the Asian influenced excerpt, there was a divergence of themes between the AA and Non-AA 

groups. In 33.33% of AA participants, the theme “Instruments” emerged, using at least one of the             

following words or phrases: ‘beats of the drum,’ ‘playing music,’ ‘small wooden flute,’ ‘kazoo,’ and 

33.33% also described the theme “East Asian culture” using at least one of the following words or 

phrases: ‘traditional Asian war cry,’ ‘traditional martial arts,’ ‘Chinese traditional dancers,’ ‘East Asian 

traditional clothing,’ ‘traditional Korean music,’ ‘in Japan.’ In contrast, 57.14% of Non-AA                      

participants described the entirely different theme “Landscapes” using at least one of the following 

words or phrases: ‘sand,’ ‘valley between two small cliffs,’ ‘desert,’ ‘edge of a lake.’ There was no 

overlap of thematic content between AA and Non-AA participants with the Asian influenced music. 

 

Discussion 

The results of this study support previous work showing that narrative listening and forming visual 

imagery within music is prevalent within music perception (1, 22, 23) and is a phenomenon that occurs 

across cultures (12). In this study, both AA and Non-AA participants had high NF of ≥50.00%                 

regardless of the cultural influence of music excerpt. Within the cohorts of Non-AA and AA, the                 

finding that AA participants narrativize to all music types, but that Non-AA participants narrativize less 

to the Asian influenced excerpt also supports the conclusion that enculturation affects narrativization. 

Asian Americans have been found to form a bicultural identity, causing their enculturation to contain 

both Western and Asian influences (24, 25). Asian Americans have also been found to be much more 

Figure 1. Most Common Narrative Themes described in the Story Response Question, separated by music  

influence (Western, Mixed, Asian), comparing AA vs. Non-AA cohort 
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likely to describe themselves as being culturally integrated – that is, accepting both their Asian and 

American identities as opposed to being assimilated or rejecting Asian culture and espousing American 

culture (25). Thus, it is suggested that Asian American adolescents’ identities can be described as a 

bicultural fusion of both American and Asian identities. Due to their bicultural exposure, Asian                

Americans hold experiences in both Asian and American culture, causing them to possess the ability to 

narrativize similarly (consistent NF and NES) across all three excerpts containing varying levels of 

Asian and Western influence.  

Non-AA participants had significantly lower narrative frequency and narrative engagement with the 

Asian influenced excerpt. This further suggests that enculturation affects narrativization, where in the 

absence of Western influence in the music, Non-AA participants narrativized to a lesser extent, with a 

NF of 50.00% compared with 85.71% (Asian vs. Mixed influence, p=0.043). Furthermore, the Non-AA 

group had the lowest NE Score (3.34 compared with 4.20 for Asian vs. Mixed influence, p=0.047) in 

response to the Asian influenced excerpt, revealing that narrative engagement was lowest with music 

that was culturally unfamiliar to the Non-AA cohort. Without elements of Western music techniques 

and sounds, the Korean Gugak music presented a foreign sound with its uniquely Korean instruments 

and rhythms. These results suggest that it was necessary for elements of one’s enculturation to be                

present in order to narrativize more deeply. With elements of Western influence present, Non-AA              

participants were able to narrativize similarly in both Western and Mixed influenced excerpts;                

however, narrativization frequency and engagement dropped significantly in the absence of Western 

influence in the music. Thus, it can be concluded that the reduced narrativization among the Non-AA 

cohort with music lacking Western influence is reflective of enculturation affecting narrativization, as 

Non-AA participants required elements of their own experiences in Western culture to be present in the 

music to narrativize more readily. 

In the narrative free responses to the Story Response Question, the most common content themes that 

emerged were remarkably consistent between both cohorts with Western and Mixed influenced music 

(Figure 1). Both AA and Non-AA groups had high concordance in identifying the thematic categories 

of “Mystery, Confusion” for the Western influenced excerpt and “Movement, Chase, Traveling” for the 

Mixed excerpt. This strong degree of overlap may be due to shared cultural exposures within the same 

geographic region from which the participants were recruited, affecting participants’ narrative thought 

processes. With both cohorts growing up in America, both groups were more likely to be exposed to 

Western culture and sounds over time, thus creating a consensus in patterns of thought regarding music 

containing Western influences.  In contrast, with the absence of Western influence, there was                        

substantial variability in the narrative themes identified between the AA and Non-AA cohorts with the 

Asian influenced music. The most common themes in the AA cohort were “East Asian                                    

Culture” (33.33%) and “Instruments” (33.33%), while the most common theme in the Non-AA cohort 

was “Landscapes” (57.14%), with no overlap between the cohorts. While Asian Americans grow up 

with both Western and Asian culture exposure, Non-Asian Americans generally do not grow up with 

consistent exposure to Asian culture. This is reflected in the distinct variability in the themes between 

the two cohorts that was observed within music containing solely Asian influences. Thus                             

narrativization – its frequency, engagement, and variability, is affected by one’s cultural exposure and 

experiences.  

This study extends previous findings of the impact of enculturation on the development of narratives 

within music perception. While prior studies exploring music narrativization were conducted on adults 

(1, 12, 22), this is the first study to examine music narrativization among adolescents. The results of 
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this study are indicative of the universal nature of music as a form of communication across cultures 

and ages. Bicultural minorities growing up in America who possess ethnic ties to both American                  

culture and another culture can connect to music from both cultures. Furthermore, this study                        

demonstrates the influence of enculturation on the imaginative and creative cognition of adolescents 

during a critical time in the development of their sociocultural identity. Music can thus transcend                   

spoken language and forge auditory connections to one’s collective cultures.  

 

Limitations & Future Directions 

The degree to which Asian American participants associated with their cultural identity at the                   

institutions could not be controlled for due to the limitations inherent in the collection of only                  

demographic data where participants were asked to identify themselves as Asian American or not. 

Questions regarding how participants felt about their ethnic identity were not able to be asked as per 

institutional policy. Consequently, further analysis regarding the influence of cultural identity could not 

be examined with respect to narrativization frequency and engagement. A related study could employ a 

bicultural identity scale to collect data on what participants believe their ethnic identity outcome to         

be – the extent of relating to their ethnic groups (25) -- rather than how they feel about their ethnic 

identity. In addition, the participants were instructed not to spend more than a minute on their answers 

to the SRQ to elicit their initial reactions to the music excerpts. Because time spent answering the SRQ 

was not asked, this may have led to discrepancies in quantity and quality of responses as some                  

participants may have spent more time reflecting on their answers. Additional analyses quantifying 

time spent on responses could be investigated to determine if this affects narrativization frequency and 

engagement. Finally, the statistical power is limited due to the small sample size in this study. Though 

each response contained in-depth narratives sufficient for qualitative analysis, future studies should be 

conducted with larger sample sizes examining narrativization with a wider range of music excerpts, as 

well as within other ethnic groups and communities to further confirm and extend the current findings. 

Future studies can also focus on the potential connection between narrativization in music and the             

enculturation at other developmental stages, such as in children.  

 

Conclusion 

Narrativization is a universal element of music perception regardless of the cultural influence of the 

music. Results of this study reveal that enculturation affects one’s narrativization, as demonstrated by 

Narrativization Frequency and Narrative Engagement Scores. Asian American adolescents, possessing 

bicultural identities, narrativized similarly across all three music excerpts containing varying levels of 

Western and Asian influences. Non-Asian American adolescents were found to narrativize significantly 

less with the traditional Asian music, which was devoid of Western influences. Narrative content               

revealed that in the absence of Western influence in the music, there was more variability in the                   

identified narrative themes between Asian American and Non-Asian American adolescents,                     

demonstrating that the absence of one’s native culture in music causes one to narrativize less readily to 

the music.  

This study contributes towards the field of music psychology by examining narrativization in a                 

bicultural cohort of Asian American adolescents that has not yet been studied. The use of music with 

varying degrees of Asian and Western influences allowed for the assessment of the specific effect of 

dual cultural influence upon music perception at this developmental stage. Extending the observation 

that one tends to narrativize more deeply with music from one’s own culture, people possessing dual 
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cultures appear to narrativize equally to music from both. Among Asian American adolescents                    

exploring cultural identity, music appears to be an indicator of their connection to dual cultures. 
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