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This study investigates audience perceptions and preferences 
regarding the sound of the steelpan, a musical instrument originating 
from Trinidad and Tobago. Renowned for its rich cultural significance 
and distinctive tonal qualities, the steelpan faces challenges in 
sustaining its status as the national instrument amidst globalisation 
and shifting listener preferences. A key issue lies in the standardisation 
of drum manufacture to ensure consistent tonal quality. As a precursor 
to addressing this, the study examines preferred steelpan sounds, 
laying the groundwork for establishing standards in drum production 
that align with audience expectations and cultural heritage. The 
research seeks to answer how perceptions of steelpan sound vary and 
identify factors such as listener demographics, musical background, 
and cultural appreciation that influence audience preferences.

The literature for this research explores studies on music perception, 
cultural and emotional responses to music, and the socio-cultural 
significance of steelpan music, with a focus on frameworks in music 
cognition, aesthetics, and ethnomusicology. It examines the historical 
and cultural evolution of the steelpan, its role in Trinidad and Tobago’s 
cultural identity, and its global reception, while analysing empirical 
studies on audience engagement and the impact of musical elements 
like rhythm, timbre, and harmony. Using an empiricist approach within a 
mixed-methods framework, the research integrates quantitative tools, 
such as surveys, and qualitative methods like interviews and focus 
groups to measure perceptions of steelpan music. Experimental studies 
further provide insights into physiological and behavioural responses, 
ensuring a holistic understanding of how steelpan music influences 
diverse audiences.

This work is significant as it addresses an essential aspect of preserving 
and advancing the cultural heritage of the steelpan. By understanding 
audience preferences and perceptions, the study contributes to the 
development of manufacturing standards that align with cultural 
expectations, ensuring the steelpan’s continued relevance and 
resonance in both local and global contexts.
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