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Abstract

The role of background music in audience responses to commercials (and other marketing elements) has received increasing attention in

recent years. This article extends the discussion of music’s influence in two ways: (1) by using music theory to analyze and investigate the

effects of music’s structural profiles on consumers’ moods and emotions and (2) by examining the relationship between music’s evoked

moods that are congruent versus incongruent with the purchase occasion and the resulting effect on purchase intentions. The study reported

provides empirical support for the notion that when music is used to evoke emotions congruent with the symbolic meaning of product

purchase, the likelihood of purchasing is enhanced.
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1. Introduction

How does the perceived purchase situation affect the

impact of music in advertising on consumers’ moods,

attitudes, and behaviors? This issue is motivated by the

increased interest in emotional advertising and the complex

roles that music assumes within it. For many marketing

communication settings, the amount of objective informa-

tion-processing activity is minimal, and there is substantial

evidence that affective information processing may be

instrumental in forming (or reinforcing) preferences and

choices. Music has been used in stores, offices, and as a

background in advertisements and has been reported to

influence listeners’ emotions and behaviors. Music is a very

useful tool for persuasion and exploring just how and why

this is so is an important area for research.

This article discusses, integrates, and builds upon the

work of Gorn (1982) and others (e.g., Bruner, 1990) who

provide theoretical and empirical insight into the ways in

which music may influence consumer responses. To that

end, we present an investigation into the effect of congruity

and incongruity between affect or ‘‘mood’’ evoked by music

imbedded in an advertisement and affect consistent with the

symbolic meaning of the purchase itself. Implications for

marketing theory and strategy will be discussed.

1.1. Theoretical base and literature review

The role of music in marketing and consumer behavior

research has been addressed in education, psychology,

communication, and other fields to determine its effects

on behavior, mood, and preferences. As a result of this

body of work, we know that in some instances, music

appears to increase communication effectiveness in the

context of advertisements. In other circumstances, music

may decrease effectiveness for reasons that are not self-

evident (e.g., ‘‘When is ‘popular’ music an inappropriate

background?’’) Discussing how, when, and why music

works seems to be appropriate to understanding the role of

music in communications.

In an effort to provide possible explanations, this article

discusses the structural elements of music in the surround-

ing context of an advertisement and its interaction with the

consumer. Although knowledge of formal musical analysis

can assist in drawing inferences regarding how listeners may

be affected by particular musical passages, it is also neces-

sary to consider the context in which the musical and

advertising ‘‘communication’’ takes place. Accordingly,

we shall focus on musical structure and its interactions with

important moderators such as ‘‘fit’’ between musical and
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nonmusical meanings in the advertisement and purchase

situation.

Musical structure consists of elements such as sound,

harmony, melody, and rhythm. Key factors in how these

musical elements impact on the ad and the product are (1)

the consumer, through different levels of involvement and

cognitive or affective processing, (2) the consumer’s sub-

jective perception of the appropriateness of the music as it

relates to the central idea of the ad (‘‘fit’’ as defined by

MacInnis and Park, 1991), and (3) the organization of

musical elements. There has been interest in examining

how musical elements influence affect and processing

(Alpert and Alpert, 1990; Bruner, 1990). In addition,

knowledge of cultural and social conditioning in forming

musical taste as well as products can help in this prediction

(Farnsworth, 1969; Holbrook and Schindler, 1989). Given a

target market’s demographics, we can predict, with some

accuracy, its musical and product preferences and tastes.

Thus, we may know with some degree of certainty how they

might perceive the appropriateness of certain musical selec-

tions with the overall message of an ad, although level of

involvement and processing may vary across individuals

and situations (Petty et al., 1983).

Here, we investigate two key factors: music’s role in

determining the emotional message of an advertisement and

the impact of congruence between this message and the

intended emotional meaning that may be conveyed through

the purchase of the advertised product.

1.2. Music also affects important mood states

Music not only enhances recall for a product or an ad

through an evoked image, but it may evoke moods, feelings,

emotions, and behaviors. Consumer behavior theorists have

conceptualized how consumers’ attitudes, affective states,

and behaviors have been impacted by moods under central

and peripheral processing, as well as affect and behavior

conditioning.

The association between mood states and affective

responses, judgments, and behavior can be seen as both

direct and indirect. A direct affective reaction may be

viewed as a conditioned response when there are direct

linkages in associations in memory between mood states

and affective reactions (Griffitt and Guay, 1969) and

between mood states and behavior (see Gardner, 1985,

for additional references). Indirect associations between

feeling states and affective responses and/or behavior

include the influence of information processing or cognitive

activity. Mood may affect evaluations by evoking mood-

congruent thoughts and affect the performance of the

behavior by increasing the accessibility of positive associ-

ations to the behavior (Clark and Isen, 1982; Goldberg and

Gorn, 1987). To the extent that associations are direct and

involve little conscious information processing, mood’s

effects may be seen as via the peripheral route. Indirect

associations may operate via the central route when other

salient cues are processed to yield attitudes in a manner

affected by mood.

The likelihood that a host of behaviors may be performed

appears to be enhanced by positive moods (Gardner, 1985).

For negative moods, there have been mixed results, and

several studies have shown that negative affect serves as a

motivator to mood improvement through the performance of

positive, prosaic acts. This finding agrees with the notion

that where possible, people feeling badly will try to feel

better. Negative moods’ effects on behavior may be more

complex than the effects of positive moods (Cialdini and

Kenrick, 1976). For example, helping may be enhanced by

some negative mood states such as sadness (Baumann et al.,

1981) and not by others such as frustration. This may be due

to some evidence that negative mood states are not as

homogeneous as positive ones (Isen, 1984) and that behav-

iors seen to reverse unpleasant mood states (e.g., helping)

may overcome tendencies to enact mood-congruent behav-

ior (e.g., withdrawal).

In view of the fact that music is a common element in

commercials and one that has a long history of mood

inducement in a variety of contexts, the next section will

focus on how music has been used as an independent

variable to affect moods, as well as other dependent varia-

bles of interest to marketers. For brevity, this section will

highlight key studies. Details on these and other studies are

in Alpert and Alpert (1990), Bruner (1990), and Kellaris and

Cox (1993).

1.3. Music effects

Gorn (1982) suggested that peripheral influences such as

background music used in commercials may become asso-

ciated with the advertised product (in memory, even if not

consciously) and influence product choice through classical

conditioning. Mere exposure did not lead to liking, which

apparently depended on whether the target product, a pen,

was presented with liked versus disliked music. The second

experiment by Gorn (1982) provided support for his hy-

pothesis that when subjects were not in a decision-making

mode, the commercial’s impact appeared to be more influ-

ential in its appeal when presented with musical background

as opposed to product information. He concluded that

through classical conditioning, the product becomes associ-

ated with the positive feelings of liked music.

A replication of the Gorn study (1982) by Kellaris and

Cox (1989) failed to reproduce the positive effect of liked

versus disliked music after controlling for musical structural

elements and possible demand effects. Their results question

the effect of single exposures that merely vary background

music’s appeal. They called for research on the influence of

music’s structural elements on cognitive and affective

responses (such as mood) toward the ad and the product.

The key basic research relating musical elements to

emotional responses was reported by Hevner (1935), who

presented subjects with identical pieces, controlling for all
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