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How does background music impact comprehension for musicians (musically trained

individuals) vs nonmusicians (musically untrained individuals)?

This paper seeks to explore the effects of background music on the performance of
musically trained and untrained individuals in comprehension. Based off of the evidence
presented in the numerous peer-reviewed research evaluated in this paper including evidence of
an overlap in systems used to process language and music in musicians (Patston & Tippett,
2011), I hypothesised that, background music would have a strong negative effect on musically
trained individuals’ comprehension during various performance tasks, while musically untrained
individuals would be largely unaffected. I reviewed 20 sources in order to better understand the
information that has been gained from studies of this nature in order to see if there are any
commonalities in the results and conclusions of the research. If there are correlations between the
results and conclusions drawn from the studies I will discuss, then I will bring awareness to them
so that some form of a general consensus on the effects of background music on comprehension
between musicians and nonmusicians may be articulated. The reason I chose to explore this topic
was due to how I commonly listen to music while I complete any work including studying which
all involve necessary comprehension. As someone who has not been musically trained, I was
curious on whether or not someone with a strong music background would be more or less
affected and/or distracted if they listened to background music while also doing various

comprehension tasks.
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There has been much debate surrounding the effect of background music on the
performance of cognitive tasks. Studies have focused on the effect of factors such as tempo,
intensity, and musical genre, as well as the effects on individuals with certain personality traits
such as introversion and extraversion (Cassidy & Macdonald, 2007; Furnham & Bradley, 1997).
Factors such as the level of musical training of participants have also been explored, although

they have received less attention

Three different musical genres (classical, jazz, and pop) and a silent condition were used.
They also hypothesized that background music would have a strong negative effect on musically
trained participants’ performance in the reading task, while musically untrained participants
would be unaffected. The findings of the study support the hypothesis, with musically trained
participants’ scores decreasing by 10.63% during the music conditions, while untrained
participants’ scores were unaffected. It was also predicted that the strongest negative effect on
performance would occur in the popular music condition, due to the presence of lyrics. This
prediction was also supported, with musically trained individuals’ performance decreasing by
15.9% during the popular music condition, although untrained individuals’ performance was
unaffected. These findings may have important implications for musically trained individuals, as
they suggest that background music can have a strong impact on the effectiveness of their

comprehension, and as a result, their learning and studying

Outline:
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Thesis-
Using the following studies, I will discuss and evaluate the ways in which background
music impacts and influences comprehension, learning, and memory for people with

musical experience and people without musical experience.

Introduction-

Organization of research categories on learning versus memory and versus
comprehension.
Reasoning on the differentiation of musicians versus nonmusicians

Formulating the order of events in what will be discussed.

Body-

Going through each category and research that will be discussed and providing
well-developed discussion and analysis.
Comparing and Contrasting the results of the studies within each category in order to

provide adequate conclusions based on the methodologies and findings of the research.

Conclusion-
Providing consideration and appraisal of the given evaluation on the information

provided by the research as well as reviewing the following conclusions.



Anderson 4

Resources:

Bever, T. G., & Chiarello, R. J. (1974). Cerebral dominance in musicians and nonmusicians.

Science, 185(4150), 537-539.

Burkhard, A., Elmer, S., Kara, D., Brauchli, C., & Jincke, L. (2018). The effect of background

music on inhibitory functions: an ERP study. Frontiers in human neuroscience, 12, 293.

Chou, P. T. M. (2010). Attention Drainage Effect: How Background Music Effects Concentration
in Taiwanese College Students. Journal of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, 10(1),

36-46.

de la Mora Velasco, E., & Hirumi, A. (2020). The effects of background music on learning: a
systematic review of literature to guide future research and practice. Educational Technology

Research and Development, 68, 2817-2837.



Anderson 5

Fassbender, E., Richards, D., Bilgin, A., Thompson, W. F., & Heiden, W. (2012). VirSchool: The
effect of background music and immersive display systems on memory for facts learned in an

educational virtual environment. Computers & Education, 58(1), 490-500.

Kéampfe, J., Sedlmeier, P., & Renkewitz, F. (2011). The impact of background music on adult

listeners: A metaanalysis. Psychology of Music, 39(4), 424-448

Patston, L. L., & Tippett, L. J. (2011). The eftect of background music on cognitive performance
in musicians and nonmusicians. Music 14. Perception: An Interdisciplinary Journal, 29(2),

173-183.

Proverbio, A. M., Nasi, V. L., Arcari, L. A., De Benedetto, F., Guardamagna, M., Gazzola, M., &
Zani, A. (2015). The effect of background music on episodic memory and autonomic responses:
listening to emotionally touching music enhances facial memory capacity. Scientific reports,

5(1), 1-13.

Ransdell, S. E., & Gilroy, L. (2001). The effects of background music on word processed

writing. Computers in Human Behavior, 17(2), 141-148.

Yang, H., Lu, J., Gong, D., & Yao, D. (2016). How do musical tonality and experience affect

visual working memory?. NeuroReport, 27(2), 94-98.



Anderson 6

Yang, J., McClelland, A., & Furnham, A. (2016). The effect of background music on the

cognitive performance of musicians: A pilot study. Psychology of Music, 44(5), 1202-1208.



