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Background Information 

Our memory serves as the basic foundation for all information that we 

perceive and store throughout our lives. Without our memory, our lives would 

be meaningless because we would be unable to recall any events or im-

portant information that we process every day. Numerous studies have been 

conducted to determine how external stimuli, such as music, affect our 

memory. One main subgroup of adults whose cognition is exponentially af-

fected by various aspects of their lives is college students. College students 

are constantly studying and cramming for deadlines, tests, and assignments, 

which all incorporate recall and memory in order to be successful. Studies 

have conclusively articulated the negative effects that listening to music has 

on study habits. It was found that adolescents who listen to music while stud-

ying perform poorly compared to those students who studied in a quiet area. 

Another study was conducted on high school females to test reaction time 

and memory. After conducting a short-term memory test, the results indicat-

ed that the increase of errors during the listening to music period (when com-

pared with the before listening period) was due to music. Music significantly 

effects our memory in our daily lives and notably college students and their 

academic performance. 

Method 

Thirty-eight undergraduate students at a southeastern public research 

university participated in the current study. Students were divided into 2 

equal sized groups (n = 19) and the control group viewed a list of 24 

words for three minutes followed by one minute to recall the words. The 

experimental group had the same task but with a loud, rock song playing 

while they tried to remember the words. Participants also reported their 

sex, race, favorite type of music, grade point average, year in college, 

and age. Researchers then tallied the number of words remembered cor-

rectly and the number of false positives reported.  

Results 

Two paired samples t –test were conducted to determine if there 

was a significant difference between groups. Results found no signifi-

cant difference between groups for the number of words remembered 

correctly (p = .41) but a marginally significant difference was found for 

the number of false positives remembered (p = .06). Participants in 

the experimental group reported more false positives than participants 

in the control group. Descriptive statistics for words remembered can 

be found in table 1. 

Follow up tests were conducted to determine if favorite type of mu-

sic influenced the results considering that the song played in the ex-

perimental group was a rock song. Participants who liked rock music 

(26%) were removed from analyses and two additional paired sample 

t –tests were conducted. Results indicated a significant difference be-

tween groups for the number of words remembered correctly (p = .05) 

and the number of false positives (p = .04). Participants in the experi-

mental group remembered fewer words correctly and remembered 

more false positives than participants in the control group. Descriptive 

statistics without rock music can be found in table 2. 

When examining participants who reported rock music as their fa-

vorite, results indicated that those in the experimental group remem-

bered more words correctly and reported more false positives than 

the control group. Descriptive statistics for the rock group only can be 

found in table 3. 

 

Discussion 

The current study examined music preferences and short-

term memory recall using a between-subjects design. Previ-

ous research has been conducted to determine that music 

has had negative effects on various aspects of cognitive 

functioning. Results of this study indicate that listening to mu-

sic may negatively influence short-term memory recall and 

may create false memories. Results show preliminary impli-

cations on the study habits of students and listening to music 

while studying may create false memories on the topic, 

thereby negatively influencing their recall of the material. Mu-

sic preference and similarity to the rock genre was a signifi-

cant contributor to the number of words remembered correct-

ly. Future research should examine this issue more thorough-

ly to determine if it is the favorite type of music that is more 

influential, regardless of the genre, or if rock music has more 

of a negative impact on short-term memory recall. 

 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Words Remembered 

 
 

 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics Without Rock Group 

 
 

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Rock Group Only 

 

  Correct False Positive 
  

M SD M SD 

With Music 11.75 2.70 .50 .80 
Without Music 13.50 1.97 .06 .25 

  Correct False Positive 

  M SD M SD 

With Music 14.9 3.8 .42 .37 

Without Music 14.3 1.1 .00 .00 

  Correct False Positive 
  M SD M SD 
With Music 12.89 3.41 .37 .68 
Without Music 13.63 1.86 .05 .23 


