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Practice as Research
Hypothesis – music and genre influence levels of concentration and productivity
Question – does music have an effect on levels of concentration and productivity
Aims – to identify the effect music and genre has on concentration and productivity
To identify whether lyrics or the absence of effect concentration and productivity
Objectives – to design and conduct a practice as research project

In this I shall be providing evidence of my intended project and my research findings. I felt that is what important to do a project based on something that has always interested me. One thing that has always been a major part of my life is music. I have always, despite having absolutely no natural ability for it, loved music and I have often found myself pondering the effect music can truly have. Music today is so widely accessible and freely used, with platforms such as Spotify and YouTube, that it has almost become essential in people’s lives to be to have music available to them instantly. For so many people have music playing nearly constantly throughout the day, almost sound tracking their lives. For many they wake up turn on music and have it playing during morning preparations, commutes, during work etc. and even in their downtime. This means for many it has become habit and to not have music can affect them greatly. I think because of this we do not consider just how truly powerful music can be, a perfectly performed song can raise your spirits immensely or even reduce you to tears. This is why I wanted my final practice as research project around music and its power. “Background music is very popular in hotels, restaurants, offices, banks, shops and hospitals” (Huang, Shih, 2011). This just verified our view of music being very commonplace in today’s society which helped us justify what our practice as research project was about.

The initial intended practice as research project was to test whether or not music affected perception. The initial interest behind this idea was an interest in selection of background music selection of television and movie scenes and their effect on the audience’s experience. The preliminary design for this would have been a performance of a simple, emotionally ambiguous, mimed interaction between two actors wearing masks so to keep their expression entirely neutral. I then intended to play different styles of music over the top of the performance and see if that effected the opinion of the audience on what they thought the scene, was what was going on and the emotion of the characters. The aim would have been to examine which music can influence emotion and perception and in what way it influences it and also what style of music has the greatest impact. I discussed the possibility of this being my final project for practice as research with my fellow classmates, we discussed the basic concept and its potential as well as places for development.  On the 12th of December 2017 we ran a trial of this to see whether or not practically the idea could be demonstrated for the desired effect.

We eventually came to the conclusion we would not be able to design the project with the resources and time we had so decided to move on. We did however still want to use music. We formed the plan to do our project on ‘music and genre influence levels of concentration and productivity’ and went from there. This came from a realisation that throughout our own personal experiences we always tend to have music playing in the background and decided it would be beneficial to see which style could help our productivity thee best. We then decided to read around this subject and see what they had found before deciding what we thought would be the outcome.

Going into the project we knew that music would have an effect on the participants in some way or another. However we could only speculate as to what we thought the results would be. We could not be certain if the effect would be positive or negative. We also knew that different genres would potentially have different effects, and some would have a more significant effect than others but again we could not be sure what way the results would go and just how great an impact it would have.

We also had to think about the difference between having the music playing in the background and having the participants listen to the different genres of music through headphones. We found though, that having that having headphones could potentially have an entirely different set of results as it eliminated background noise and environmental stimuli. “background noise affects memory and cognitive performance” (Shih, Huang, Chiang, 2012) We decided to have the music being played in the background as to incorporate it into the environmental stimuli as we felt that that is how most work place music is consumed and it would have wider world implications. If we were to have the participants wearing headphones it would remove all audio environmental stimuli. This would greatly altar the findings as it would add the question of whether removing background environmental can effect concentration and productivity. “The higher the complexity of the environmental stimuli (music included), the larger the effect on humans. Music with lyrics is a more complex stimulus that instrumental music alone, which explains the current finding that background music with lyrics has an even larger negative effect on attention performance compared to that without lyrics.” (Shih, Huang, Chiang, 2012) this helped us decide to use the music in the background as the music in most everyday situations will be part of the environmental stimuli so to have it this way in our tests it will mean that the meaning and implication of my findings have more effect.
“some therapists have indicate appropriate usage of background music can help increase the effectiveness of therapy [13, 20]” (Huang, Shih, 2011) while this may not be immediately linked to the idea behind our project we still felt that it also only helped to solidify the point that background music can have a major effect on people and helped justify our decision to have the music in the background. We also felt that it further developed our argument as if music can increase the effectiveness of something as grand as therapy we believed we would be able to show its effectiveness in our concentration experiment.

“Scheufele introduced background music into a job-training group for chronic psychotic patients and found background music can help trainees focus, reduce anxiety, and complete job assignments more quickly [19]” (Huang, Shih, 2011) this quote was particularly relevant for the area we chose to investigate as it Cleary states that music can be effective for focus and completion of assignments. We anticipated from the beginning that music would have some sort of impact. However the area we wanted to examine was which style or genre was most effective.

“Another investigation concluded when employees work while listening to music, their work performance and morale improve” (Huang, Shih, 2011) This is also another point that only serves to highlight the point that we aim to prove that music can have the power to change human behaviour and improve the concentration. Ravaja and Kallinen found background music stimulus increased the interest of some newspaper readers and helped them concentrate on reading; yet the same stimulus negatively affected some other participants [18] (Huang, Shih, 2011)

A thing that we made not of going into this project is the way different styles can affect people. We knew the different genres would produce different results so to generalise music would be a mistake and we wanted a more refined set of results than just “music” and if it has an effect.
“According to one survey of 24 graduate students, fast tempo background music can increase work efficiency” (Huang, Shih, 2011)
This shows us that different styles can have different effects. However this does go against our initial premonitions as we feel classical will have the greatest effect on productivity whereas this suggests faster tempo music such as rock has a great impact on efficiency.

We also wish to test the difference between music with lyrics and purely instrumental music. We feel that music with lyrics will be more distracting and therefore lead to less questions answered. This means we feel that instrumental with have a stimulating effect but without the distraction of the lyrics.
“Conclusions: The findings suggest that, if background music is played in the work environment, music without lyrics is preferable because songs with lyrics are likely to reduce worker attention and performance.” (Shih, Huang, Chiang, 2012).
We have designed our test to see if there is a difference between lyric and instrumental music. We have done it for  all the genres as we not only wanted to test genre versus genre we also want to test lyric and instrumental within each genre “This study also found that background music with lyrics has a greater effect on attention performance compared to that without lyrics.” (Shih, Huang, Chiang, 2012)

Going into the project we are anticipating a variance in the results of lyric and instrumental music. As previously stated we feel instrumental with have the biggest positive effect on the participants  “Furnham and Allass indicated that instrumental music improves reading comprehension performance whereas songs with lyrics distract listeners” (Shih, Huang, Chiang, 2012) we anticipate that during the first half of the test when participants are to be listening to music with lyrics that it will become distracting and they will be unable to answer as many questions as they will when listening to the instrumental music.

Not only are we cautious of the genre having an effect on concentration and productivity we also understand that other variables can have an influence on our findings. We have put into place as many precautionary measures as we can in order to eliminate extenuating variables. However there is many things that we cannot change or altar to make the results valid and reliable.
“The effect of background music may vary by genre of music, ethnicity, age and education” (Shih, Huang, Chiang, 2012) this shows that we need to take into account human variables and differences. Due to availability we will not be able to select a group of individuals with all variables the same. We need to acknowledge that things such as age, gender and education can very much have an effect. Although we have tried to make the test as neutral as to make the variables as insignificant as possible.

Due to what the most of the research we found has shown we anticipate that there will be certain genres that will have a great positive impact and others that we feel will be a distraction. We predict classical instrumental will have a great positive effect and rock with lyrics will have a strong negative effect.
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