A Matter of Taste: A Preliminary Study on Music and Food Choice Among Students
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ABSTRACT
Food and music are well-known as multi-sensorial experiences that have the ability to
change the mood. However, the direction of the change depends on sensory,
physiological and psychological mechanisms. The objective of this study was to
investigate the relationship between students’ choice in food and music. A survey with 26
items was delivered to students (N=122). Although 81% of the students listen to music
daily, most of them (57%) reported that music listening lasts less than 2 hours/day.
Outcomes revealed that for 60% of the respondents the second reason to listen music is
inspiration during cooking, while 68% reported that music makes food taste better. In
contrast, only 16% of respondents prefer quietness during meal time. To the authors’
knowledge, this is the first study that combines food and music relationship in students’
perception and it will bring greater understanding of their attitudes and motivations for
food and music choice.
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INTRODUCTION
Human beings are connected to the environment through the senses, as a result, become
aware of its qualities (Spence, 2013). Music and food are both well-known as multisensorial experiences (Piqueras-Fiszman & Spence, 2016) that have the ability to change
the mood, as well as enriching the quality of life. Both cooks and musicians enjoy pleasing
others with their work. Lately, scientific evidence has been published that proves
influence of the ambient sound or music on taste judgments (Crisinel & Spence, 2010a,
Spence & Deroy, 2013), on flavour perception (Crisinel & Spence, 2010b, Knöferle, &
Spence, 2012, North, 2012), on buying decision and consumption quantity (Stroebele &
de Castro, 2006). Even more, emotional attributes or connotations of a piece of music can
influence the perception of food items (Spence & Deroy, 2013).
Indeed, there is an increasing demand from the field of gastronomy (especially
HoReCa) to understand the influence over the general multisensory atmosphere
surrounding eating/drinking experiences (Spence, 2013, Spence, 2015). So far, most of
the studies focus on the influence of sound and or music on taste or flavour perception. Is
it possible that the food may influence or modulate the music perception? Which gives a
stronger impression into the mind of the consumer: food or music? Previous studies

provided a selection of food items and a selection of pieces of music to the participants.
The selection followed diverse criteria, looking to meet surprising or intriguing
associations between sensory experiences. Results provided evidence of crossmodal
correspondences meaning “general tendency of the brain to match features and
dimensions across sensory modalitites” (Spence & Deroy, 2013). It seems that music
“influences the descriptive, rather than the evaluative aspects of tasting experience”,
meaning that music does not really affect the product liking, but it affects the perception
of different sensory modalities (North, 2012).
Undoubtedly, teenagers and young people are the most frequent consumers of
music, therefore, many studies use students as the main participants.
The aim of this study was to identify and evaluate a broader sense of the relationship
between food and music at the level of preference. So, the only selection of food and
music in this study is the participants’ preference. The authors wanted to identify first of
all if the participants are aware of the influential relationship between food and music,
and secondly, what kind of influence is perceived. It was our purpose to develop a greater
understanding of how preferred or non-preferred music influences food perception.
MATERIALS AND METHOD
Participants
A sample of 122 undergraduate and graduate students from Faculty of Food Science and
Technology from UASVM of Cluj-Napoca voluntarily participated at the test. Sample
stratification was made in relation to duration of music listening (daily, a few times a
week and weekly). The structure of the sample is presented in Table 1.

Gender
Age
(years)
Student
Smoking
habit
Habit of
listening
music

Table 1. Profile of respondents
Absolute frequency
(n)
28
94
119
2
1
116
6
29
93

Male
Female
18-25
26-35
36-45
Bachelor
Master
Yes
No
Daily music
listeners
Several times per
week listeners
Once a week
listeners

Relative frequency
(%)
22.95
77.05
97.54
1.64
0.82
95.08
4.92
23.77
76.23

99

81.15

20

16.39

3

2.46

Questionnaire
The consumer questionnaire was applied online (via Google Forms) The preliminary study
was conducted from 20th to 26th March 2018 and was composed of an introduction and
followed by 26 items covering the descriptive and motivational dimensions about food
and music preference.
Statistical analysis
Data analysis (ANOVA) was performed on Microsoft Excel 2007.
RESULTS
The following is a brief outline of the results obtained after application of the
questionnaire about music and food preference on food students (N=122).
Data analysis shows that over three quarters (81%) of the respondents are daily
listening to music, and only about 16% listen to music several times/week (Figure 1). All
the following data were processed according to these three identified clusters.
100%
81.15%

Respondents

80%
60%
40%
16.39%

20%

2.46%
0%
Daily users (N=99)

Several
Once a week (N=3)
times/week (N=20)

Figure 1. Clusters of respondents according to frequency of music listening habit
Although the female participants are dominant in each cluster (Figure 2) this is
due to the fact that three quarters of the students are female to begin with. However, the
gender ratio of participants (female/male) in each cluster is significantly different (p<0,01,
Fexp=3.9727, Fcrit=3.4902), for daily users the ratio is 3,5, while for once in week is 2,03. A
weak point of the study was the unbalanced sample in terms of gender of participants. It
will be the purpose of future studies to verify if the gender ratio changes, how it will
affect the other variables of the experiment.
However, from the 81% of the respondents are listening to music on daily basis,
the reported amount of time used to listen to music is relatively low – below 2h for 42%
of the respondents and between 2-4h/day for 27% of the participants (Figure 3).
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Figure 2. Gender of respondents distributed in each cluster
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Figure 3. Duration of music listening in each cluster
The reasons to listen music give light to a deeper understanding on how this
sample of respondents integrates music into their life. The questionnaire provided a list
of eight reasons to choose from: eating, walking, while going by bus, during study,
relaxing, recreate, inspiration during cooking and other (Figure 4). Relaxing and
inspiration during cooking were reported as the first two reasons to listen music by the
cluster of daily listeners, with 91% (relax) and 66% (inspiration for cooking) respectively.
ANOVA analysis of all the outcomes are significantly different for each cluster (p<0,0001,
Fexp=16.2096, Fcrit=3.4902), and for each reason provided in the survey (p<0,05,
Fexp=4.1652, Fcrit=3.2591). When asked what music the participants would choose during
eating if they had the chance to do so, most of them selected their favoured genre, while
16% choose quietness (Figure 5).
It is generally admitted that music has the power to recall memories. The
outcomes of music triggering a pleasant or unpleasant memory of eating experience are

presented in Figure 6. This is an original approach, never performed before to the
knowledge of the authors. Although respondents are very young students, and do not
have an extensive life experience, still almost half of the daily music listeners (46%)
reported to have a music genre or a piece of music that brings back into their mind a
pleasant culinary experience, and about 14% of the whole respondents do have a piece of
music that brings back negative eating experiences. The questionnaire contained an open
ended question in which the respondents were asked to name the genre or the piece of
music that upon hearing can recall the eating experience. Here the replies varied greatly,
due to each participant life experience, therefore the data are not shown.
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Figure 4. Motivation for music listening
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Figure 5. Preferred music when eating (if respondents could make their own choice).
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Figure 6. Pairing music with eating experience
The respondents were given a list of positive emotions and a list of negative
emotions to choose from in order to identify the emotions felt during a pleasant or
unpleasant eating experience (Table 2).
The most rated emotions felt during having a pleasant eating experience were
comfort (41%), joy (40%), pleasure (40%), happiness (37%), don’t know (22%), while the
most recorded emotions felt during having a unpleasant eating experience were disgust
(22%), disappointment (22%), unpleasant feeling (19%), don’t know (32%). The high
percentage of “don’t know” in either pleasant or unpleasant situation may be due to
several reasons. One reason could be that students are not really paying attention to
what they are feeling during eating. A different view point might be that emotional
maturity develops in time. Most of the students are still under the protective shield of the
family (Papadiki et al., 2007) and most of all did not have the opportunity yet to
experience life changing crises which makes a person face and become aware of a wider
range of emotions. These opinions are even more emphasised if we take into
consideration the data presented in Table 3, where Likert scale was used to interpret the
data: totally disagree -2, partially disagree -1, indifferent 0, partially agree +1, totally
agree +2. When students were asked if they consider that music somehow distracts their
attention from eating and as a result they drink/eat more, or do not really feel the taste
of food when music is in the background the outome was negative score on Likert scale,
meaning that they disagree with these affirmations. On contrary, other researchers
(Stroebele & de Castro, 2006) obtained completely opposite results.
The last part of the questionnaire was focused on identification the pairing
associations between food/drinks and music in the mind and experience of the
participants. The most popular food items and alcoholic and non-alcoholic drinks for their
age segment were selected. Participants had to choose for each food/beverage item one
of the 18 options of music genre provided in the test (Symphonic, Rock, Folk, Pop, Punk,
Techno, Blues, Jazz, Meditative, House, Hip-Hop, Metal, Dub-Step, Trot, R & B, Other).

Table 2. List of positive and negative emotions provided in the test.
Crt. no.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.

Positive emotions
Amusement
Comfort
Compassion
Courage
Enthusiasm
Happiness
Involvement
Joy
longing
Optimism
Passion
Pleasure
Quiet
Release
Safety
Surprise
The hope
Trust
I do not know
Other

Negative emotions
Abomination
Aggression
Agony
Anger
Anxiety
Aversion
Bitterness
Desperation
Disappointment
Discouragement
Disgust
Displeasure
Exasperation
Fear
Frustration
Helplessness
Horror
Ignorance
Loathing
Misery
Mourning
Nausea
Nervousness
Panic
Repulsion
Resignation
Revenge
Sorrow
Terror
I do not know
Other

Table 3. Likert scale
In what way do you consider that music stimulates the enjoyment
of food?
It gives me more pleasure eating food while listening to music.
I drink more when I listen music.
Long lasting memory of food is created during listening to music.
I usually eat more when listening to music.
I usually do not realize the taste of food when music is in the
background.
I think that background music goes well on special events (like
weddings, parties).

Score
0.81
-0.65
-0.56
-1.04
-1.32
0.10

As a result, 39% of the respondents paired pop music with fast food, pizza and
soft beverages; 33% of the respondents paired beer with rock music; 23% of the
respondents paired pasta with symphonic music and 16% of the respondents paired wine
with symphonic music while 15% of the respondents paired wine with blues.
CONCLUSION
This is the first study performed on food students regarding their food and music
preference. There are previous studies performed on students with selected food items
and selected pieces of music, directly tasted and heard during the experiment. This study
is based on memory only, namely, the memory of the preferred food and the preferred
music. It is a wider approach, therefore the variables are multiple, and it hinders an easy
interpretation of the outcomes. Still, the data are valuable as a starting point for further
investigations in this area. After all, this is an approach much closer to real experience of
the regular consumer, which makes most of buying decisions or ordering decision in a
restaurant based partly on memory of previous experiences and the willingness to take a
chance and risk. Three clusters of music listeners were identified in this study. If chance is
given to apply the survey on music students for example, it will be interesting to see if the
three clusters identified here will be confirmed as well as to evaluate the differences in
the characteristics of the three clusters.
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