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Abstract

Retailers use background music in order to enhance the atmosphere of their stores. The present study shows, as predicted by the

proposed model, that the effects of music on attitudes toward the store, the salesperson, and the visit to the store are moderated by

cognitive processes (number of thoughts and depth of information processing), whereas previous studies focused on emotional moderators.

Soothing music (i.e., both pleasant and low arousing) is shown, as predicted, to increase cognitive activity when other cognitive

stimulation is low (mainly when sales arguments are weak). However, retailers are warned that enhancing cognitive activity is no panacea

since it is found here that higher cognitive activity is associated with lower attitudes. It is proposed that music fit with the store may

explain such results. Music fit and cognitive processed triggered by store music are strongly suggested as avenues of store atmospherics

research. D 2001 Elsevier Science Inc. All rights reserved.
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1. Background music vs. salesclerk:

competition or cooperation?

While background music is major element of retail

atmospherics (e.g., Milliman, 1982, 1986; Yalch and Span-

genberg, 1990; Baker et al., 1992), its effects on salesclerks’

persuasiveness still remain unexplored: to what extent can

music enhance or reduce salesclerks’ persuasiveness within

a store setting? Background music is a tool for increasing

sales and enhancing positive attitudes toward the store.

We propose to empirically test a theoretical framework

to explain how musical cues impact on cognitive pro-

cesses: whereas music has been shown to stimulate emo-

tions (e.g., Yalch and Spangenberg, 1990; Chebat et al.,

1993, Dubé et al., 1995), we suggest that it also stimulates

cognition; in fact, in our model, we propose that musical

cues have cognitive effects mainly when other cognitive

cues are either absent or significantly reduced.

The focus of this paper is the cognitive effects of music,

more precisely on the relation between musical cues and

attitudes (toward the store, the salesclerks, the product, . . .),
which is assumed to be moderated by cognitive processes.

The impact of music on attitudes is hypothesized to be

strongest precisely under the very same music conditions

for which the cognitive activity is the most intense. It is

reasoned that music stimulates cognitive activity either

when the consumers’ involvement in the product is low

or when the salespersons’ arguments are weak. When

consumers’ attention is distracted from the sales encounter,

cognitive activity is stimulated by cues other than those

related to the service encounter; in such circumstances,

musical cues may then be more salient. This theoretical

proposition is based upon the literature reviewed below.

We shall first review the research on attentional effects

of music: what type of music (in particular, music tempo)

enhances cognitive activity and attention. We conclude

the first part of the literature review with characteristics of

music for which consumers are more likely to be cogni-

tively stimulated. The second part of the literature review

focuses on the cognitive models and leads us to predict

the conditions under which musical cues could be most

salient. Models like Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM)

(e.g., Petty and Cacioppo, 1986) and HMS (Chaiken, 1980)

predict that peripheral cues, such as background music, have

an impact on attitudes under low consumers’ involvement;

other models such as those developed by MacInnis and

Jaworski (1989) or Greenwald and Leavitt (1984) consider
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that cognitive activity may also be stimulated by non-

cognitive variables, particularly by arousing cues. We con-

clude from this second part of the literature review that

musical arousing cues may enhance cognitive activity

primarily when other cognitive cues are less salient.

A model is then proposed: basically, we suggest (1) that

some musical arousing cues may more likely enhance

cognitive activity and (2) that these cues impact more on

attitudes when either product involvement is low or when

salesperson’s arguments are weak.

1.1. Music and cognitive activity and attention

1.1.1. What type of music stimulates cognitive activity?

1.1.1.1. Music and cognitive activity. Two competing

theories may explain the cognitive effects of music: the

Association Network Theory (Bower, 1981), and the

theory developed by Hecker (1984). The first theory

suggests that emotional states enhance the memory of

(and attention to) events or facts associated with these

emotions. Material encoded within a specific emotional

context can be easily retrieved when the individual is in

the same mood as when the information cues were

encoded (e.g., Eifert et al., 1988; Eich and Metcalfe,

1989). Mood would then be a moderating variable of the

memory processes (Blaney, 1986). Such a theory may

explain the research results of Gorn (1982), Kellaris and

Cox (1989), and Alpert and Alpert (1990): when consu-

mers find themselves in a music-induced emotional state

similar to the one where the cues were encoded, memor-

ization is facilitated by such emotional retrieval processes.

The second theory, developed by Hecker (1984), pro-

poses a radically different perspective: the most important

characteristic of music is its ability to attract attention onto

itself. This capacity to attract attention refers to the

arousing potential of musical cues (Kroeber-Riel, 1979).

Music may cancel learning from an educational program

(Wakshlag et al., 1982); it can attract so much attention

onto itself that the advertisement’s central message is

ignored (Macklin, 1988).

Kellaris et al. (1993) and MacInnis and Park (1991)

made a major contribution to the understanding of the

cognitive effects of music. They show that when music fits

well in the advertisement, attention to music enhance

cognitive measures (such as recall and recognition); and

conversely, when the fit is low, attention to music reduces

the cognitive scores.

These results by Kellaris et al. (1993) and MacInnis and

Park (1991) contribute to our research in two ways: first,

since the purpose of our study is to analyze the arousing

effects of music, the effects of its fit with the salesperson’s

speech ought to be controlled for in order to avoid

confounding effects; second, both studies show that, under

certain conditions, music may enhance attention to the

message if the fit is high and conversely.

1.2. Effects of music induced arousal on attention

Studies in music psychology show relevant but not

convergent findings on the attentional effects of music. On

one hand, Davenport (1974) and Corhan and Gounard

(1976) found that the higher arousal, the deeper the atten-

tion. They both show that uncertain, discontinuous, com-

plex, or random musical patterns stimulate the subjects’

attention. These results are explained in terms of the

quantity of information (in the sense of Attneave’s (1959)

‘‘information theory’’) contained in the musical patterns.

On the other hand, Smith and Morris (1977), who

compared the attentional effects of soothing vs. arousing

music, found opposite results—that is, highly arousing

music may hamper information processing and that soothing

music helps concentration on the task. Borling (1981)

examined the alpha brain waves (between 8 and 12 Hz)

triggered by music-induced arousal. He found that soothing

music can help the ability to focus attention (and to learn),

because the production of alpha waves increases when

subjects are exposed to soothing music (i.e., both low

arousing and highly pleasant music).

The first conclusion from these conflicting studies is that

the two theoretical propositions agree on a crucial point

(i.e., music may have cognitive effects) but disagree on

the optimal arousal level: whereas the first ones show that

the higher the arousal, the higher the attentional waves,

the second ones propose that under soothing music, the

attention scores are highest.

The second conclusion is a methodological warning: the

discrepancy between the two groups of studies may stem

form the very concept of soothing music. As already pointed

out (Dubé et al., 1995), soothing music is a combination of

low arousal and high pleasure. Since music-induced plea-

sure has been shown to have significant cognitive effects

(e.g., Chebat et al., 1993), it is hard to say if the effects of

soothing music found in the music psychology literature are

due to its high pleasure component or to its low arousal

component. We then conclude that, in a study of the

cognitive effects of music-induced arousal, the level of

pleasure should be controlled for. Consequently, since

pleasantness and familiarity are highly related (Bradley,

1971; McSweeney and Bierley, 1984), familiarity with

music pieces should also be controlled for.

The third conclusion is in the same vein: if pleasure is

not controlled for, very different patterns of the music–

cognition relationship can be obtained; in the study by

Dubé et al. (1995), the analysis of cognitive responses to

no music-vs.-low-vs.-moderate-vs.-high arousal induced

by music excerpts shows that in the case of highly

pleasant music, cognitive activity (measured in terms of

number of cognitive responses) is the highest for both

slow and fast tempo. On the contrary, under unpleasant

music conditions, the cognitive activity is lowest for both

slow and fast tempo. In the studies reviewed in the field

of music psychology (e.g., Corhan and Gounard, 1976;
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Smith and Morris, 1977), it is not clear if music pleasantness

was controlled for. Because of the ambiguous nature of

soothing music, we can hardly conclude if slow tempo

enhances more cognitive activity than fast tempo.

The final conclusion from the literature is that even if

pleasantness was not controlled for in the Borling (1981)

study, it shows the direct effects of music on subjects’

cognitive activity. Our second hypothesis stems from his

findings: the highest cognitive activity is generated by slow

tempo music. The idea that the highest cognitive activity

would be generated at low (or moderate) levels of arousal,

as suggested by Borling (1981), is found in the consumer

behavior literature. Mano (1992, 1994) shows that arousal

directly influences attention and that an increase in arousal

produces a narrowing of attention. When arousal passes this

threshold, individuals tend to focus their attention on a more

limited number of objects. Sanbonmatsu and Kardes (1988)

suggest that highly aroused consumers are more likely to

use simpler decision rules because their capacity to process

information is reduced. Their findings are generally indica-

tive that high arousal reduces the amount of available

processing capacity.

In a selling interaction between customers and sales-

persons, the focus of such an encounter is the sales pitch

arguments (not music), if the arguments happen to be

related to a product important to the customers or if the

sales pitch arguments are convincing. Background music

can help consumers enhance their attention to the sales-

person, as shown in the music psychology studies we

reviewed above; it can also distract the customers from the

sales pitch. This idea is developed in Section 2 of our

theoretical development.

2. When the attentional focus drifts away

from the sales speech

2.1. Effects of product involvement

The ELM developed by Petty and Cacioppo (1986,

1983, 1979) proposes that either of the two routes of

persuasion are possible: under high involvement, where

the strength of message arguments is the main persuasive

element, or under low involvement, where peripheral cues

play a major role. We suggest that music-induced arousal

impacts on cognitive activity mostly under low involvement

since background music is definitely a ‘‘peripheral cue.’’

We propose that such processes triggered by music cues

should be similar to those shown in the case of voice cues.

Gélinas-Chebat and Chebat (1996) distinguish the effects of

voice under low vs. high product involvement in an adver-

tising context. They find that voice intensity affects source

credibility more under low than under high involvement

conditions, as expected from ELM. Voice intensity is shown

to increase attention under low involvement, whereas under

high involvement, ‘‘the recipient’s attention is shifted

between the content of the message, which intrinsically

requires a high amount of cognitive activity, and the voice

intensity’’ (p. 254).

We suggest that music-induced arousal plays a role

similar to that of voice intensity: it enhances attention when

involvement is low; however, music hinders attention under

high involvement because consumers’ attention is split

between the salesperson and the music.

2.2. Effects of weak arguments on attention

Very surprisingly, very few studies have investigated

the cognitive impact of arguments strength. The focus of

the existing studies was the effects of arguments strength

on attitudes (e.g., Petty, Cacioppo and Schumann, 1983;

Chebat et al., 1990) not on cognitive activity. Chebat and

Lavallée (1995) studied the impact of arguments strength

on the information processing of advertisements. They

found that ‘‘arguments strength affects information pro-

cessing mostly under high involvement’’ (p. 85). It is

reasoned that consumers are distracted from the sales

arguments and turn their attention toward their own

thoughts; consequently, as predicted by Mick (1992),

the information processing becomes deeper. Depth of

information processing is understood here in terms of

Mick’s (1992) typology: the deep thoughts are more

related to personal matters, emotions, and memories.

Mick (1992) found that the relation between attitudes

toward the ad and toward the product are all the stronger

if the information processing is deeper.

H1a. The relation between music tempo-induced arousal

and cognitive activity is significantly stronger when

arguments are weak rather than strong.

H1b. The relation between music tempo-induced arousal

and cognitive activity is significantly stronger when

involvement is low rather than high.

H2. The effects of music tempo on cognitive activity are

strongest under soothing (low arousal) music than under

no-vs.-moderate tempo-vs.-fast tempo.

H3. Under soothing music (slow tempo), the effects of

cognitive activity on the attitudes are stronger than under

other music conditions.

3. Methodology

3.1. Overview of the study

Three variables were manipulated in a 4 � 2 � 2

factorial design experiment: four levels of music tempo

induced arousal � two levels of product involvement �
two levels of arguments strength. Variations in levels of
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arousal were manipulated with classical music excerpts

having different tempos and affective responses. Argu-

ment strength and product involvement were also pre-

tested (see Section 3.3).

3.2. Subjects

A total 593 undergraduate business students from two

Eastern Canadian universities participated in the experi-

ment. Five hundred and thirty-six questionnaires were

completed and used. Subjects were assigned randomly to

each of the 16 experimental conditions; in average, subjects

for each cell was n = 37.

3.3. Pre-tests

3.3.1. Pre-test of music induced arousal

Dubé et al. (1995) made a meticulous choice of

musical pieces. We used three of their musical pieces in

order to have three significantly different levels of arousal

and same level of pleasure. In a first step, 15 subjects

from the same university as those of our study (eight

females and seven males) were exposed to 54 musical

excerpts, which they rated in terms of both arousal and

pleasure using the Affect Grid designed by Russel et al.

(1989). The Affect Grid presents a good validity and

reliability and is recommended when repeated measures

are necessary (Holbrook and Gardner, 1993). Then, the

excerpts were classified in three equal categories of

tempos (i.e., slow-vs.-moderate-vs.-fast) by music experts.

The average ratings on the arousal dimension were 2.6,

5.4, and 8.0, respectively for low, moderate, and high

arousal levels (F[2,37] = 52.88, p < 0.001). The level of

familiarity did not vary across conditions (means = 2.6,

2.3, 3.7; p > 0.20). We selected three musical excerpts

from the original 54: the first movement of the horn

concerto #3 in E flat major (K447) by Mozart; the

Brandenburg concerto #6 in F major BMV 1047, second

movement by J.-S. Bach; the oboe concerto in C major

K314, third movement by Mozart. On one hand, the three

musical excerpts were rated as highly and similarly

pleasurable (6.17, 7.38, and 7.64, respectively) on a

9-point scale; on the other hand, the three excerpts chosen

were quite different in terms of arousal (2.58, 5.86, and

7.64, respectively)—in other words, tempo-induced arou-

sal, but not pleasure, was manipulated.

3.4. Pre-test of service involvement

Thirty students were administered the Laurent and

Kapferer (1985) involvement profile questionnaire to assess

the level of involvement perceived in two travel services: a

$ CAN 149 trip from Montreal to New York vs. a

$ CAN 2500 trip from Montreal to Europe. The ‘‘Europe’’

trip is significantly more involving than the ‘‘New York’’

counterpart (all F > 3.97; p < 0.001).

3.5. Pre-test of arguments strength

A group of 30 students was exposed to a list of 50

arguments related to the two trips (New York vs. Europe)

designed as either very weak or very strong. Respondents

were asked to assess the strength of each of the arguments

from ‘‘very weak’’ to ‘‘very strong’’ on a 7-point Likert

scale. The 10 strongest and 10 weakest arguments were kept

for further analyses. In the case of the New York trip, the

average strength of the 10 strongest arguments is 5.81 vs.

2.29 for the weakest arguments (t = 22.22; p < 0.001);

similarly, for the Europe trip, the average scores of the

two groups were significantly different (5.10 vs. 3.17; t =

15.54; p < 0.001).

3.6. Videos

The research procedure consisted of a simulation

carried out as realistically as possible and presented in

the form of videos showing the interaction between a

travel agent and two clients in a simulated travel agency

office. The three characters are professional actors. Two

of them perform the role of a young couple visiting a

travel agency to get information about a trip outside

Canada. Videos showing the experimental conditions were

taped under the directorship of a film professor at an

Eastern Canadian university who was assisted by camera-

men and lighting students from the Communications

Department at the same university. The scripts were

written by a research team and subsequently revised by

a theater professor. Each of the four videos had a

different selected musical extract as sound background.

The subjects were instructed to regard what they were

watching and hearing as what they would have watched

and heard if they had been in the agency. Such a method

has been widely used in the field of service research

(e.g., Baker et al., 1992; Chebat et al., 1993 and validated

experimentally by Bateson and Hui (1992). After watch-

ing the videos, the subjects were asked to fill out a

questionnaire on the attitudes toward the service, the

salesperson, and the intent to buy, and to recommend

the service.

4. Dependent measures

4.1. Cognitive activity

Cognitive activity was measured in two ways: first, the

number of cognitive responses to the sales encounter;

second, the depth of information processing. The section

of our questionnaire assessing the level of information

processing was formulated into a single open-ended ques-

tion. The respondents were asked to write down everything

they had thought and imagined while watching the video.

The depth of processing by the subjects was assessed by two
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graduate students in linguistics who categorized the re-

sponses by following the reference points listed below,

which reflects the hierarchy of information processing levels

developed by MacInnis and Jaworski (1989). The six levels

are listed in Appendix A.

If the cognitive responses showed that the subject had

attained several different levels (e.g., level one is attained

twice and level three once), the judges had to indicate all

the levels that were attained. This task was first accom-

plished individually by each of the judges. The codifica-

tion of the two judges turned out to be identical in 82% of

the cases. The cases not decided unanimously were re-

solved by two other independent judges. The percentage of

respondents at each level is as follows—level 1: 7%; level

2: 16%; level 3: 36%; level 4: 19%, level 5: 19%, level 6:

3%. Subjects produced an average of 3.91 cognitive

responses with a standard deviation of 2.32. The precise

procedure is detailed in Appendix A.

4.2. Attitudes

Nine 7-point scales assessed the level of satisfaction

with the service offered (i.e., the two trips to New York

or Europe), the employee, and the visit. A maximum

likelihood factor analysis shows three factors: recommen-

dation of the service to a friend (eigenvalue = 4.5; 50%

of explained variance), attitudes toward the employee

(eigenvalue = 1.4; 16% of variance explained), and

satisfaction with the visit (eigenvalue = 1.02; 10% of

variance explained). The respective Cronbach’s alphas are:

0.94, 0.93, 0.81.

5. Manipulation checks

Kellaris and Kent (1992) warned that ‘‘when different

pieces of music are used to manipulate a musical variable,

musical properties are confounded, making it difficult to

isolate specific caused antecedents’’ (p. 395). We checked to

make sure that only music-induced arousal was manipu-

lated, i.e. neither music-induced pleasure nor dominance nor

familiarity with the music excerpt, nor music fit with the

commercial sales pitch.

5.1. Music familiarity

Music excerpts were scoring very similarly low across

all experimental conditions (from 2.04 to 2.70; all

F < 1.11; p > 0.30).

5.2. Music fit

Similarly, music fit (measured by two scales) did not

vary across the experimental conditions (F < 1.58;

p > 0.16); note that fit was low in general (from 2.30

to 3.05) on a 7-point scale.

5.3. Music arousal

As expected from the pre-test, music-induced arousal

factor scores vary very significantly with the music manip-

ulation (F = 7.61; p = 0.001); it is associated neither with

arguments strength (F = 0.39; p > 0.5) nor with involve-

ment (F = 0.70; p > 0.40). The arousal levels induced by

the musical excerpts are as follows: the factor scores of

arousal (derived from the Pleasure–Arousal–Dominance

(PAD) scales developed by Mehrabian and Russell, 1974)

are the following: for slow tempo = �0.273; for moderate

tempo = � 0.007; for high tempo = + 0.234.

5.4. Music induced dominance

Dominance, the third factor of the PAD scale designed by

Mehrabian and Russell (1974) is shown to be controlled for

throughout the 16 experimental conditions. Neither music

manipulations (F = 1.33), nor arguments strength, (F = 0.23)

nor involvement (F = 0.58) has significant effects on

dominance factor scores (all p > 0.27).

5.5. Music-induced pleasure

As expected, pleasure induced by music varies neither

with the music tempo manipulations (F = 1.16), nor with the

arguments strength (F = 0.29), nor the product involvement

(F = 0.03); all p > 0.32.

5.6. Ecological validity

Four 7-point Likert scales (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.80)

assessed the ecological validity: the video ‘‘reflects the

reality,’’ ‘‘is similar to personal experiences,’’ ‘‘is realistic,’’

‘‘gives the impression of being in a real travel agency.’’ A

series of ANOVAs showed that ecological validity did not

vary across experimental conditions (all p > 0.45).

6. Results

A MANOVA—where depth of information processing

and number of thoughts are the two dependent variables, and

where music tempo and arguments strength are the indepen-

dent variables—is performed. It shows significant interac-

tive effects of the two independent variables (F = 3,56;

p = 0.001) Two additional series of MANOVAS are per-

formed to pinpoint if music affects cognitive activity under

weak vs. strong arguments.

A MANOVA—the dependent variables of which are the

depth of information processing and the number of thoughts,

and the independent variable is the music tempo —was

performed under two conditions: weak vs. strong arguments.

Under weak arguments, music impacts significantly on both

the number of thoughts (F = 3,56; p = 0.01) and the depth of

information processing (F = 3,39; p = 0.02). Under strong
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arguments, the relation is not significant for the number of

thoughts (F = 0.87l; p = 0.45) and the depth of information

processing (F = 1.22; p = 0.30). H1a is supported.

The same procedure was used to assess the moderating

effects of product involvement; product involvement has

no moderating effects since the interactive effects of music

and involvement are not significant (F = 1.10; p = 0.301)

H1b is rejected.

Since involvement does not have the moderating effects

of music tempo on the cognitive variables, the analyses

related to H2 and H3 are limited to the potential moderating

effects of arguments on thoughts.

Since weak arguments enhance cognitive activity, we now

have to verify under which music condition the cognitive

activity is at its highest: H2 predicts that it is under the slow

tempo condition. A series of ANOVAs was performed on the

depth of information processing and the number of thoughts.

Slow tempo enhances both cognitive indicators signifi-

cantly under weak arguments rather than under strong

arguments: F = 4.97; p = 0.03 for the number of thoughts;

F = 6.23; p = 0.01 for the depth of information processing.

In all other music conditions, the cognitive activity does

not vary with arguments strength (all F < 0.36; p > 0.50).

See Figs. 1 and 2. H2 is supported.

The factor scores of the three factors are entered in a

series of canonical regressions as dependent variables,

whereas ‘‘depth of information’’ processing and ‘‘number

of thoughts’’ are the independent variables. Such an analysis

is performed for each of the four music tempo conditions.

Under weak arguments conditions,1 depth of information

processing (not the number of thoughts) impacts on attitudes

only under slow tempo: it impacts on both the attitudes

toward the employee (F = 5.21; p = 0.03) and the global

assessment of the visit (F = 3.26; p = 0.07). All other

F < 1.86 (n.s.).

A series of regression analyses shows the direction of

the effects of depth of information processing on the three

attitudinal factors. Depth of information processing has

significantly different effects on the three attitudes: its

impact is significant under slow tempo on the attitudes

toward the employees (F = 11.60; p < 0.001) and the

assessment of the visit (F = 4.61; p � 0.03). Its impact

is not significant in all other conditions (all F < 0.78;

p > 0.23). H3 is supported.

Note also that the all significant betas are negative: the

deeper the information processing, the worse the assessment

of the visit and the attitudes toward the employees (respec-

tive betas = �0.28 and �0.35.

7. Discussion

(1) Most tenets of our proposed model are supported.

Whereas previous atmospheric studies stressed the emotional

effects of music, the present findings show that music affects

the attitudes through cognitive process. In addition, since the

emotional dimensions of music other than arousal (i.e.,

pleasure and dominance) are controlled for in this experi-

ment, since the ‘‘fit’’ of music and its familiarity are also

controlled,2 only the arousal dimension is manipulated here

through a variation of tempo. Tempo is reasoned to be playing

a stimulating role: following Borling’s (1981) findings, we

1 Under strong arguments, all F < 0.86 and p > 0.32.

2 The musical genre is also controlled for since only classical music are

used in the experiment.

Fig. 1. Effects of music tempo on the number of thoughts under weak vs.

strong arguments.

Fig. 2. Effects of music tempo on the depth of information processing under

weak vs. strong arguments.
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suggest that slow music tempo enhances brain alpha

waves, which in turn, stimulates cognitive activity. How-

ever, these processes are likely to be fragile in the sense

that they occur mostly when other sources cognitive

stimulation are reduced.

The cognitive activity is triggered by soothing music,

which seems to be the optimal level of arousal. Our findings

show that it is not the highest level of arousal, which

enhances cognitive activity, but a low level of arousal.

Whereas this finding contradicts the proposition that high

levels of emotions enhance cognitive activity such as

memorization and learning (Bower 1981), it rather supports

the views of Hecker (1984): cognitive effects of music stem

from its capacity to attract attention; beyond a certain

threshold, it attracts attention onto itself and away from

the salesperson’s arguments. Slow tempo enhances the

cognitive responses to the sales speech and to the sales

encounter. This explanation is coherent with the attentional

models developed by music psychologists Smith and Morris

(1977) and with their results.

(2) Music tempo plays a role similar to that of the voice

intensity (Gélinas-Chebat and Chebat, 1996). It arouses

attention when other cognitive cues are either absent or

reduced. We predicted that such effects should be the

strongest under either weak arguments or under low invol-

vement. Whereas the hypothesis related to weak arguments

proves to be supported, the other hypothesis, which was

related to low involvement was rejected. We reason that our

manipulation of involvement may have been too simplistic

in the sense that we basically manipulated the financial cost,

and, in turn, the financial risk. However, the respondents,

i.e. university students, may have considered a trip to New

York to involve a pleasure score as high as that of a trip to

Europe and consequently, enhance as much interest and

cognitive activity.

(3) Confirming the findings of Smith and Morris (1977)

and Borling (1981), we found that highly arousing music

hampers cognitive activity. This negative impact of highly-

arousing music is reinforced by the fact that (classical) music

pieces have a low fitwith the commercial message. When the

fit between music and the commercial message is low, as it is

in this case, MacInnis and Park (1991) show that music,

which draws attention onto itself, reduces vigilance and

information processing and, in turn, recall. In the present

study, the attention to fast tempo music is significantly

higher than the attention to the low tempo music (3.07 vs.

2.31; F = 4.42; p < 0.01). Since the fast tempo musical

excerpt does not fit with the commercial context and since it

attracts attention to itself, it reduces the cognitive activity,

which is in agreement with the findings of MacInnis and

Park (1991). Conversely, the slow tempo music does not

attract attention to itself; this allows it to enhance cognitive

activity (or at least not hinder it), which is a positive effect

since it does not fit either with the commercial context.

(4) Deeper cognitive activity, as suggested by Mick

(1992), strengthens the relation between the stimulating

cues (i.e., music in our case; ads in Mick’s case) and

attitudes. Note that our results show that the depth of

cognitive activity, not its intensity (i.e., number of cogni-

tive response), moderates the effects of music on atti-

tudes. This result is central in this study: if the cognitive

activity is shallow, the impact of music is significantly

less than if the cognitive activity is deep. In other words,

the music has to allow respondents to retrieve personal

memories. The cognitive moderating effects stem from its

connotative and evocative power. The deeper the cognitive

response, the greater the impact of music on attitudes. If

music facilitates the retrieval of personal memories, the

information memorized in these files ‘‘contaminate’’ the

perception of the salesperson, his/her sales pitch and the

sales encounter.

In other words, what really matters in store music is its

evocative power—memories related to the music. For

instance, nostalgia is not mere emotions but also a set of

informational files. When brought to short-term memory,

the information contained in these files is put in relation

with the incoming information, that is, the sales pitch, the

salesperson’s non-verbal cues, the atmospheric variables of

the store. This leads us to strongly suggest another avenue

of research in atmospherics music, and maybe other atmo-

spheric cues may be studied not only in terms of emotions

but also in terms of connotative effects, i.e. what is evoked

by musical pieces. The same piece of music may evoke

very different things to persons of the same culture and

same social class but of different generations: music’s

evocative power is an important element of segmentation

of store shoppers.

(5) The very fact of enhancing cognitive activity through

music is not necessarily a panacea. Our findings show that

the deeper the cognitive activity, the more negative the

attitudes toward the employee and toward the visit. We

reason that, in the case of this study, the ‘‘fit’’ of the music

excerpts is constant but rather low. As shown in previous

studies on the effects of music fit (MacInnis and Park 1991;

Kellaris et al., 1993), if the fit (or congruence) is high

between music and the advertised products, it favors posi-

tive attitudes toward the product: and conversely. Since the

fit is low, when music triggers a deep cognitive activity, the

general feeling of an unbalance and disharmony may

permeate all the perceptions and attitudes. In particular, if

the music is pleasant but does not fit in the sales situation,

consumers compare the files retrieved by a pleasant music

(and likely positive memories) with what they are exposed

to (i.e., the sales person, his sales pitch); since music does

not fit with the situation, the impression of dissonance

makes the salesperson and his/her arguments all the worse.

From an attribution perspective, the Jones and Davis (1965)

theory of corresponding inferences would predict the fol-

lowing: if consumers perceive musical cues and the sales

pitch as excessively discrepant with each other, they would

infer a lack of authenticity; for instance, they may infer that

classical music is a sign of ‘‘high class’’ status, which does
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not fit with the furniture of the travel agency (they pretend

to be something they are not).

8. Conclusion

Music may attract attention onto itself and away from

the salesperson’s sales pitch especially if some conditions

are present: the sales pitch arguments are weak; the music

tempo is slow. In such cases, music helps consumers

retrieve deep thoughts and then permeate the perception

of the persons, verbal and non-verbal cues, store environ-

ment. Retailers using background music in their stores

favor the generation of some types of cognitive responses,

which may negatively influence the attitudes toward the

employee and the store if the music does not fit in the

sales encounter.

Pleasant music is not sufficient to help salespersons; it

may even hinder their persuasive efforts if the music is

considered as not fitting in the sales encounter. Music fit is

certainly as important a research area in atmospherics as

music pleasure or as music arousal. The emotions generated

by music may be positive and the cognitive effects may be

null or negative. Store atmospherics researchers should turn

their focus toward cognitive effects of the environmental

variables. What is shown for music here may likely prove to

be also shown for odors or colors or lighting.
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gratefully acknowledge the research grant received from the

Social Sciences Research Council of Canada.

Appendix A. Coding Procedure

Two MA students in linguistics, supervised by one of the

main authors, analyzed each cognitive answer. The depth of

cognitive response and the number of arguments elaborated

were coded.

In the first step, each subject’s response was divided in

enunciation units. The objective of this step was to dichot-

omize the corpus: the two judges classified a cognitive

response as having either a ‘‘message orientation’’ (it then

belongs to levels one, two, or three) or a ‘‘receiver’s orienta-

tion’’ (it then belongs to levels four, five, or six). In a second

step, the ‘‘sales pitch orientation’’ cognitive responses

(i.e., those replicating the salesperson’s arguments) were

associated to level one or two, the ‘‘content’’ were associated

to level three or four and ‘‘actor’’ as level five or six. Table A

represents the cognitive data analysis framework:

(1) Level one is clearly associated to secondary task and

questionnaires revealing answers like ‘‘no idea,’’ ‘‘not

interested’’ were coding level one except rejected question-

naires (blanks, pencil-stretch). Answers regarding the con-

text, i.e. video, characters, atmosphere, etc. (e.g., ‘‘she looks

so nice,’’ ‘‘she is not competent,’’ ‘‘the decor is really

shabby’’) were classify as second level.

(2) The levels three and four are oriented on the content

of the video (e.g., ‘‘not enough explanations,’’ ‘‘she

shouldn’t do this job’’). The subjects usually remember

arguments of the message or state any inferences (e.g., ‘‘It’s

not expensive for a trip like that,’’ ‘‘I feel like going to New

York’’). Linguistic cues such as pronouns were essential to

discriminate the level three by opposition of the level four:

he/she-vs.-I/me/mine, allow to discriminate clearly between

the two levels. A ‘‘She considers her customers as idiots

. . .’’ belongs to level three while ‘‘I feel she regards me as

an idiot . . .’’ belongs to level four.

(3) Answers coded as levels five and six are not oriented

on the video nor on the content of the pitch but on the

receiver’s as the focus of her—her own thought. At level

five, answers are formulated as an action that the receiver had

would like to do (e.g., ‘‘I wish I could afford it’’), i.e. actions

desired or rejected by the respondent; at level six, on the

contrary, the receiver formulated not only a desire but a fact

retrieved from his/her own memory (e.g., ‘‘When I went to

Italy . . .’’), or makes a free use of his imagination to create

situations in which he/she is the main actor (e.g., when

referring to the salesgirl: ‘‘I would like to spend some days

in Hawaii with this girl . . .’’).
Each questionnaire was individually analyzed, then

results in two stages were compared by the two judges.

First, the identification of enunciation units, then after

agreement is reached, cognitive levels reach. All the results

were compiled (inter judge agreement was around 85%).

In non-consensual cases, the second author made the

final decision.
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