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Abstract

The following study investigated the hypothesized potential of music to expose customers

to risky impulse-buying behavior but simultaneously help reduce the severity of hesitation

typically associated with choice overload. A total of 42 participants were asked to complete a

survey intended to simulate the shopping environment of a typical retail chain store, with an

image of a real-life store aisle featuring various types of cereal. Each survey was engineered to

exhibit a different number of choices (either 5 or 20) and genre of music (classical, jazz, pop, or

no music/control group). Each participant’s levels of satisfaction, happiness, choices, and time

taken to formulate a final decision were measured subsequently. Findings ultimately indicated

that the presence of music, regardless of the genre, although differing in levels of fluctuation,

helped reduce the severity of hesitation that was prevalent in the control group which was met

with choice overload without the assistance of ambient background music. Among the three

types of music, classical music was proven to be most effective in reducing the time taken for

consumer decision- making, followed by pop and jazz. In contrast to the original hypothesis,

music was also proven to reduce the risk of impulse buying, regarding the amount of time

taken to choose preferred products. The decrease in satisfaction for the control group was

much higher than that of the treatment groups, implying that music played a role in preventing

nearsighted decision-making, thus increasing levels of satisfaction regarding choice selection
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after the survey. Pop music showed the smallest decrease in satisfaction, followed by classical

music and jazz. The study ultimately succeeds in revealing the potential of introducing various

types of in-store music to promote wise spending among consumers and also provide retail

chains and sellers with novel marketing strategies.

Key words: Impulse buying, choice overload, auditory stimulation, consumer behavior, retail
environments.

Background

The global retail market is a rapidly developing field of finance, with sellers and multina-

tional corporations constantly competing to control the flow of goods and profit worldwide. Un-

doubtedly,the market’s steady growth has proven it to be a valuable financial asset, with its sturdy

foundation, immutable income, and extensive consumer base continuing to support and foster its

growth. In fact, as of 2023, the US has experienced a 2.8% growth, that is, around one and a

half billion dollars in revenue in total retail sales, grossing approximately 7.24 trillion US dollars

compared to the year before (Sabanoglu, 2023). The impressive growth is not only limited to the

US. Similarly, South Korea, the base location of this research, has reported a 10.8% growth in the

retail industry, along with a drastic 22.2% increase in online sales as of April 2024 (Retail Asia,

2024). The galvanizing increase in both economies could be attributed to the highly competitive

nature of the retail industry. Gaining control of the market is vital to the retail industry as various

sellers must grapple with one another over a limited consumer base. The advent of a monopoly

may facilitate the rapid narrowing of consumer distribution across the market (Varadarajan, 2020).

Consequently, major retail chains put great emphasis on the branding and reputation of their brand

to ultimately maintain popularity and recognition among consumers, who eventually frequent the

brand’s stores and promote the brand’s popularity using their social network as a channel. Like-

wise, it has become an utmost priority for major retail chains to continue to apply new, innovative

strategies to expand their influence in the consumer market and thus increase their overall prof-

itability (Pinto et al., 2017; and Sigurdsson et al., 2009). After conducting thorough research on

previous studies, I was able to enumerate a variety of marketing strategies retail stores implement

to increase consumer attraction and chances of re-visiting the store: also known as the marketing

mix, a strategic model used to stimulate customer interest and demand for brands by experimenting
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with different variables (McCarthy, 1960), the list includes rearranging the layout of store aisles,

changing the visual presentation of products, intentionally diffusing appealing aroma or fragrance

throughout the store, adopting discounts & promotions, increasing the accessibility of certain prod-

ucts, and playing different genres of in-store music were among the many tactics used to increase

consumers’ preferences of the brand. The following paper focuses on testing the efficacy of in-

store music as a driving factor in customer decision-making. A significant number of studies have

shown that music has the potential to affect an individual’s mood, perception, and overall emotions.

Furthermore, music has been highlighted for its usage in the medical field regarding its positive

neurological impacts on patients (Altschuler, 2001; Hanser and Thompson, 1994; and Palakanis

et al., 1994). Music has become a crucial point of interest specifically in the field of customer

behavior research, and ingenious findings have revealed the potential of music in store settings to

increase the aesthetic appeal of retail chains to customers, thus increasing profitability. (Michel et

al., 2017; and Garlin & Owen, 2006)

Purpose

However, regarding past research, the multifaceted role of music in retail settings has often

been overlooked, with studies focusing on the immediate financial incentives that in-store music

often proved to generate. Psychological studies of customer behavior have tended to examine

music’s already-established impacts on consumer mood, perception, and decision-making. Con-

versely, the following paper will execute a nuanced approach to examine the yet opaque correla-

tion between the presence of & different types of music and impulse-buying behavior & effects

of choice overload on customers. Impulse-buying behavior has long been deemed as a behavioral

anomaly in consumer psychology, often diverging from the principles of rationality in consumer

decision- making (Rodrigues et al., 2021). Impulsive behavior has often been associated with a

sudden neurological whim to almost obsessively purchase a product without calculating the long-

term consequences (Meena, 2018). Researchers argue that there is an intricate interplay of abstract

psychological factors behind a consumer’s erratic decision-making, which includes a lack of emo-

tional/cognitive control, commercial stimuli, and the temptation of short-term gratification that

an unplanned purchase is typically conducive to (Burton et al., 2018; & Pradhan et al., 2018).

However, crucial to the following research, impulse buying behavior has been proven to be of-
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ten associated with external sensory stimuli, typically the store environment itself (Moreira et al.,

2017). A correlation between increased cases of impulse buying among customers and real-life

store environments has also been identified, implying that in-person store environments have vi-

sual/auditory/olfactory stimuli that online shopping cannot replicate. Therefore, it is integral to this

study that I investigate the correlation between in-store music, which is an auditory stimulus, and

impulsive decision-making, which is often a consequence of sensory stimulation of the five senses,

to polarize in-person sensory stimulation as a possible driving factor behind irrational purchasing

behaviors among customers. Choice overload is yet another crucial point of interest in the study of

consumer behavior. Known for its psychological implications along with product framing, choice

overload may significantly alter the way consumers formulate decisions under various circum-

stances and pressures. Choice overload, as shown from prior research, has often been associated

with increased hesitation and reluctance regarding purchase intention. Contradicting the Rational

Choice Theory of standard/traditional economics, choice overload in behavioral economics postu-

lates that the more choices an individual is provided with, the more likely the individual is to un-

dergo Decision Paralysis, a phenomenon in which the individual loses the will-power to formulate

a decision appropriate for the situation (Adriatico et al., 2022). Decision Paralysis is deemed con-

ducive to faulty, irrational choices, and sometimes the complete abandonment of choice-making.

It is crucial to note that there is a significant lack of research that specifically analyzes the relation-

ship between in-store music and choice overload; thus, this study aims to fill that logical gap by

experimenting with various control factors to identify the potential link between auditory stimuli

and choice overload.

Significance of research

In recent years, the study of consumer behavior has undergone significant advancements in the

psychology behind consumer decision-making and factors influencing purchase intentions (Stanke-

vich, 2017). Subsequently, the study of customer behavior has not become merely a subject of

interest to psychologists and the general academia; however, it has proven to directly connect to

behavioral economics, specifically in the study of decision-making, psychological framing, pre-

sentation of choices, and market expansion. Out of the many subsidiaries of behavioral economics

and behavioral psychology in consumer behavior, this study exclusively focuses on analyzing im-
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pulse purchasing behaviors among consumers and the emotional fluctuations of consumers when

met with situations regarding choice overload. The findings presented by this study on customer

behavior will not only provide consumers with guidelines on wise spending, but it will also allow

retail chains and sellers to access a multitude of novel marketing methods to effectively increase

overall customer satisfaction, visiting frequency, brand reputation, and most importantly, profit.

Additionally, identifying each variable’s role in customer decision-making will certainly help un-

ravel the intricate factors behind customers’ cognitive perception of product placement and the

factors that ultimately dictate their choices.

Literature Review

For the following research, I have compiled a thorough database of various sources to further

help emphasize and bolster my statement on the role of in-store music in influencing impulsive

buying behaviors and mitigating the psychological pressures and risks of choice overload.

The first study by McCraty, Barrios-Choplin, Atkinson, and Tomasino (1998) explores the psy-

chological impacts of auditory stimuli, specifically music, on mental clarity, mood, and tension.

It extends its scope into the cognitive impacts of music on the human brain, and in contrast to

previous research, which primarily focused on the emotional impacts of general music, McCraty

and others’ study was designed to specifically analyze the psychological and cognitive impacts

of different genres of music on mental well-being. The team hypothesized that different types of

music would affect levels of mood, tension, and mental clarity either positively or negatively, on

different scales of intensity. In addition to their main hypothesis, McCraty and his team postulated

that grunge rock would intensify negative emotions in general, and that teen participants would re-

act to the chosen music on a lower level of sensitivity compared to adult participants. McCraty and

his team first assembled a diverse group of participants with radically differing demographic back-

grounds to minimize bias and enhance the applicability of their study. The group was then divided

into two subdivisions, teens and adults, to identify a potential link between age and emotional

sensitivity to auditory stimulation. Before the experiment, participants were asked to complete a

survey analyzing their baseline levels of mood, tension, and mental clarity. Participants were then

exposed to different genres of music in a controlled laboratory environment, including classical,

new age (commonly known as meditation music), grunge rock, and designer music (contempo-
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rary, modern era music). Following the research, another assessment was distributed to measure

fluctuations and notable changes in the variables. Specifically, mood changes were measured us-

ing the POMS (Profile of Mood States), elevations in body tension through the HRV (heart rate

variability), and mental clarity using a questionnaire to allow participants to assess their levels of

focus. Conclusively, the study’s data was mostly in accordance with the team’s hypothesis. Teens

displayed enhanced levels of overall mood, mental clarity, and lowered tension when exposed to

New Age and designer music, particularly due to their preferences for contemporary music rather

than older music. Overall, however, New Age, designer, and classical music were all successful in

lowering tension whilst positively improving mental clarity and mood on different levels for both

adults and teen participants. Conversely, both groups displayed rather high levels of hostility and

negativity when exposed to grunge rock, in part due to grunge rock’s nature to evoke depressing

and aggressive emotions. Although the results produced by McCraty and his team’s survey were

truly a significant contribution to behavioral psychology by proposing new potential methods of

psychiatric/physiological therapy, there were certain shortcomings their research exhibited. Firstly,

there was a lack of gender balance in their selection of the participant sample base. 50 males and

94 females were recruited for the experiment, which showed a clear lack of regulation in balancing

the gender ratio. Considering the anatomical, neurological, and behavioral differences in males

and females, the study’s results are ultimately fitted to represent a female audience, thus greatly

reducing applicability in further research involving a balanced gender group. Secondly, the study

was engineered to produce short-term results that emerged imminently following the listening ses-

sion. To analyze the sustained, long-term effects of different music on mental well-being, the study

should have implemented an extended experiment period, providing participants with regular sur-

veys and shifts in daily life. Thirdly, the questionnaires involved in the survey were often based on

the subjects’ personal opinions and perspectives, giving rise to the issue of partiality and cognitive

bias. This method overlooks individual variables the team cannot control, and to provide unadul-

terated, objective results, the team should’ve utilized a more physiological/anatomical approach to

the assessment of individuals’ changes in variables, which often utilizes brain MRIs or neurologi-

cal monitoring to directly observe and record changes in hormone release and brain activation with

great accuracy.

Ronald E. Milliman’s 1982 study, titled "Using Background Music to Affect the Behavior of
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Supermarket Shoppers”, explores how rhythmic/tempo variations in in-store music could affect

customer behavior in a supermarket setting. Milliman’s research was noted for successfully fill-

ing in the prior knowledge gap in the field of customer behavior research; his study provided

empirical evidence on the importance of analyzing the role of tempo variation in determining cus-

tomer choice and retail revenue, hence helping promote the diminished profile of music’s effects

on consumer psychology. For the initial stages of his research, Milliman proposed a rather simple

hypothesis, stating that slower music would allow customers to relax, thus increasing the duration

of their stay in the store environment and increasing the purchase volume of goods. Contrasting

this notion, faster background music would create a sense of urgency, pushing consumers towards

a faster pace of shopping & browsing, and ultimately reducing the average time of consideration

for purchasing products and curtailing revenue. Milliman’s experiment was designed to maximize

real-life applicability and partiality. A total of 216 shoppers at two large retail chains were selected

arbitrarily to be observed, and three variables were deployed: no music, slow-tempo music (easy

listening), and fast-tempo music. Music was consistently played during specific times of the day

over several weeks within the study’s scope. While being placed under different ambient circum-

stances, Milliman measured the amount of time taken in seconds for each consumer to travel across

a designated section of the store and also noted the daily sales data/revenue in dollars, along with

the finalized number of products purchased at the checkout corner to examine each consumer’s

expenditure of cash and investment in chosen products. The study produced rather obvious results,

with slower-tempo music decelerating customer movement speed and faster- tempo music increas-

ing the average speed of customers navigating through the store. Sales volume along with the

number of products each customer purchased were higher on days when slow-tempo music was

played in the stores, compared to days on which fast-tempo music was played in the stores. This

indicated that a generally slower flow of music allowed customers to thoroughly examine, com-

pare, and evaluate their decisions without any sense of urgency. Despite its ingenious approach

to the topic, Milliman’s research lacked broad applicability, with only two major retail chains be-

ing chosen as an experimental environment in the American Southwest. To represent the minimal

population of the US, the study must’ve been engineered to cover a range of supermarkets across

the US, preferably in different states. Additionally, his research’s accuracy was undermined due to

the intervention of exogenous variables, such as regular store promotions, location, environment,
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etc. The inability to take hold of and manipulate these variables caused the study’s accuracy to

falter, with changes in consumer behavior not being able to be attributed to the presence of music.

However, a crucial downside of Miliman’s study was the lack of demographic details on the cho-

sen sample. Analyzing how different age groups and cultures react to the chosen types of music

would have had the potential to enhance the accuracy and anthropologic applicability of the study;

however, this limitation caused the credibility of Miliman’s study to consequently falter.

Burleson’s 1979 research paper commenced a thorough investigation by inquiring the man-

agers of 52 retail stores across the United States about their empirical “beliefs” on customers’

reactions to in-store music. 76% of managers asserted that the music did help increase sales, and

82% replied that they believed the music additionally helped overall elevate customers’ moods.

For the second stage of his study, Burleson interviewed 560 customers of the same retail establish-

ments on whether they preferred stores with background music. 392 customers, or 70% expressed

a positive reaction to the idea of in-store music, and an additional 353 (63%) testified that they pur-

chased more products than they intended while shopping in an environment with music. Burleson’s

research is corroborated by adequate sample size, geographic applicability, and thorough method-

ology, thus making his data highly applicable. The fact that 63% of the interviewed customers

stated that the presence of music motivated them to buy more products is a crucial deciding fac-

tor in my research, as I hypothesize that in-store music evokes altruism, optimism, and euphoria

in consumers, thus increasing the chances of impulse buying, which is reflected in the results of

Burleson’s study, with customers buying more products under the presence of music.

A 2017 study by Michel et al. aims to reinforce the concept of and clarify the effects of in-store

music on customer behavior. Michel and others contend that previous research has returned rather

equivocal results, with customer reactions varying radically across a set scale. Thus, the team

set out to complete a thorough research engineered to delineate the exact emotions in-store music

evokes in a retail environment. The team hypothesized that modifying in-store music’s proper-

ties to fit consumers’ preferences best enhances shopping experience and commercial appeal. The

researchers experimented with various controlled field environments, primarily consisting of cof-

fee shops and retail stores/groceries. Participants were unknowingly taken from a regular visiting

consumer base of the target stores to minimize bias. The study experimented with various types

of music based on their tempo and volume, which were directly controlled by the researchers.
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Spending behavior, duration of stay within the store, and consumer satisfaction were measured

as variables through a post-experiment consumer survey on the shopping experience, sales data

collection, and direct consumer behavior monitoring. Michel et al.’s study reported a significant

increase in satisfaction when consumers were exposed to slow, soft music, with fast and loud music

reducing or stagnating satisfaction levels on the other hand. Sales increased by 8-10% when slow,

low-volume music was played in the environment, and the latter reported neutral and surprisingly,

negative changes in sales after implementation. As proven by various other studies, Michel and

his team were able to conclude that slow, soft music overall enhances consumers’ shopping expe-

riences with appropriate auditory stimulation. Although Michel and his team’s research yielded

valuable data, this data was inevitably altered by the failure to include certain supplementary as-

pects of evidence. Regarding demographics, the study did not put enough emphasis on cultural

differences among participants, which would’ve played a significant role in determining music

preference. Music familiarity and genre were furthermore disregarded; consumer familiarity with

chosen music is a crucial driving factor in consumer decision and affinity for the environment.

Prior research has already established the psychological differences induced by different music

genres; nevertheless, the study overlooked this factor in the formulation of their conclusion.

A 1987 paper by Rook, D. W. attempts to elucidate the psychological factors behind impulse

buying behaviors in customers and serves as a contemporary pioneer, expanding the horizons of

consumer behavior research. The paper explores the factors that induce such behavior, consumers’

reactions/efforts to suppress such instincts, and ultimately the negative, short-term consequences

that are yielded from giving into the temptation of impulse purchasing. Rook’s study utilizes a

rather subjective, participant-centered research method. Qualitative measures including question-

naires, surveys, and in-person interviews were used to obtain raw data from participants’ personal

experiences as consumers with former impulse buying experiences. The test group included a di-

verse range of consumers with impulse buying experience, and the data was analyzed following

the collection phase to identify specific recurring patterns and themes in cases where consumers

reported instances of impulse buying. As shown in previous research, Rook’s research reports

that impulse buying behavior indeed deviates from traditional economic principles of rational

decision-making. His findings showed that impulse buying is irrational, spontaneous, unplanned,

and heavily emotion-influenced. Approximately 80% of participants admitted to having commit-
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ted impulse buying at least once a month. Regarding the short-term self- gratification effects of

impulse buying, over 60% of participants reported having felt mild euphoria or transient satisfac-

tion while purchasing, and 50% confessed feelings of guilt and remorse following their decision.

The trend of impulse buying was more common among younger consumers and individuals with

relatively higher incomes; younger customers were more likely to be unacquainted with wise fi-

nancial decision-making, and higher-income individuals were deemed to be more prone to careless

monetary expenditure. The findings ultimately confirmed that impulse buying was indeed an act of

spontaneous outbursts or whims of emotions and superficial consideration. A crucial shortcoming

in Rook’s research was the provisionality of his methodology. To further analyze the profound

psychological and behavioral impacts of impulse buying, it would’ve been optimal to observe the

shifts or changes in individuals’ impulse purchasing habits rather than focusing on the immedi-

ate results of the survey. A supplementary improvement would be to focus on the contemporary

significance of the study; adopting modern consumer technology (AI, algorithmic functions) and

acknowledging the shifting field of consumer marketing would be integral to preserving the mod-

ern significance and utility of Rook’s research. There is a paucity of adequate research in the field

of investigating various consumer behavior trends in the online shopping market.

In Rodrigues and her team’s 2021 research, the concept of impulse behavior is thoroughly

explained along with its underlying factors and specific causes. The study aims to provide psy-

chologists with foundational information on the further examination of impulse buying behavior in

customers. Rodrigues and her team hypothesize that rather than being a single irrational behavior-

driven decision, various factors such as environmental (sensory stimulation), emotional, and psy-

chological elements ultimately contribute to the occurrence of an impulsive purchase. Rodrigues et

al.’s research presented a thorough literature review along with an empirical data analysis derived

from a rudimentary survey collected from various consumers. The initial literary review showed

that commercial stimuli, such as advertising and promotional sales did not necessarily have detri-

mental effects on consumer behavior. It is mentioned that impulse buying is often instead beneficial

for the seller, as the purchasing of unintended products comprises a considerable portion of total

revenues in multiple retail chain stores. The study highlights a correlation between various vi-

sual/commercial stimuli and decreased cognitive & impulse control which hinders the consumer

from making a rational choice based on their evaluation of the advantages and disadvantages of
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their decision. Furthermore, the study’s literary review discusses that impulse buying behavior

may develop into a chronic condition, triggered by a wide range of factors including brand loyalty,

immediate need for a product, self-esteem, daily satisfaction, and emotional self-control, which

specifically is linked to trends of having medical records of OCD (obsessive-compulsive disorder)

among consumers prone to impulse purchasing. Regarding online shopping, the study fills a crucial

paucity of research in comparing impulse buying in an online environment and a real-life environ-

ment where sensory stimuli are greatly amplified. The literature review and survey conducted by

Rodrigues and her team yielded a variety of results. First, commercial advertising is undeniably a

major driving factor in consumers’ choices. As consumers are often exposed to advertising factors

from a young age, their views on certain brands are significantly altered often in ways advertise-

ments intend to. Second, emotional influences, which include mere mental whims or capricious

emotional changes, dictate a consumer’s mood and overall willingness to purchase certain prod-

ucts. A lack of emotional and cognitive control may lead a consumer to miscalculate the true value

of their purchase and eventually produce faulty financial misdemeanors. Habitual impulse buyers

have been shown to express low levels of self- esteem, high anxiety, minor to clinical depression,

lack of self-control/constant need for immediate satisfaction and self-gratification, and a tendency

to develop OCD, given the circumstances of the research’s timespan which occurred during the

COVID-19 pandemic and global lockdown. According to the team’s complementary literature

analysis, research by Aragoncillo and Orús indicated that approximately 40% of consumers end up

making impulsive purchases in “offline,” or real-life supermarkets/groceries, while 25% resorted

to impulse buying online (2018). This shows how sensory stimuli such as smell, visual promo-

tions, and music play a crucial role in dictating consumer impulse buying behavior. Additionally,

according to Rodrigues’ study, around 60% of interviewed customers stated that their choices were

profoundly influenced by the overall atmosphere and interior of the store environment. Rodrigues

and her team’s research effectively illustrates the multifaceted nature of impulse buying research

by presenting a specific analysis of the various factors that ultimately induce impulse buying. The

study showed that impulse buying is not limited to a single irrational motive, but is rather an in-

tricate interaction between various psychological, demographic, emotional, financial, and social

factors. An analysis in a broader cultural and technological context would be recommended to

increase the study’s applicability in the market.
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Besedes et al.’s 2014 research was conducted on the basis that the choice overload phenomenon

tends to reduce the quality of a decision made by an individual, often in retail settings. The pa-

per aims to ameliorate this negative trend by experimenting with a sequential, “tournament” style

choice architecture, which allows a large number of choices to be maintained while reducing the

effects of choice overload. The study claims that alternative choice architecture, which allows an

individual to compare between a subset of options and the most preferred choice, ultimately fails

due to the status quo bias. The study considers three types of choice architecture: simultaneous

selection, sequential elimination, and sequential tournament. The simultaneous selection exhibits

the most status quo bias due to participants having to choose an option from a vast array of choices,

whereas sequential elimination and tournament both involve the sequential elimination of options

in rounds and differ in whether eliminated options reappear or not. Specifically, participants were

tested on two different choice architectures to ultimately choose one option from a range of 16 op-

tions. Sequential elimination allowed participants to eliminate from a set of four choices at a time

after comparing them to their most preferred choice, whereas the sequential tournament format

presented choices to be eliminated progressively, ensuring an even distribution and appearance of

choices. After the first testing of all three choice architectures, participants were allowed to choose

their preferred choice format in the second round, to identify whether participants’ preferences for

certain choice architectures have a possible correlation with decision quality. The tournament-style

structure yielded the highest quality decisions and effectively reduced choice overload’s influence

on participant decision-making. Besedes and his team thus concluded that presenting choices pro-

gressively and gradually may be a potential solution to creating an efficient model that presents a

wide array of choices without undergoing the risks of choice overload. The sequential comparison

architecture, on the other hand, despite being similar in the nature of elimination to the tournament

architecture, did not exhibit significant improvements in decision quality due to the status quo

bias, a psychological phenomenon in which individuals tend to grow psychologically attached to

their original primary choice, and persistently attain to that selected option despite the emergence

of a better choice. Additionally, the researchers found that participants choosing their preferred

choice architecture was negatively linked to decision quality, indicating that granting subjects the

freedom of choosing a test format does not necessarily improve choice quality. Besedes and his

team’s research undoubtedly provided valuable insights into the research of choice overload and
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was indeed innovative in testing and devising a choice format that reduces the impacts of choice

overload without reducing the number of available options. However, it is crucial to consider that

the following study was conducted in an artificial laboratory environment, which consequently

limits the real-life applicability of the findings. It is thus uncertain whether the tournament-style

architecture, which has been proven to be the most effective form of choice overload reduction,

will be adapted to real-life scenarios regarding such choice dilemmas.

Iyengar and Lepper’s 2000 study is considered a significant milestone in modern consumer

behavior research, due to its pioneering findings regarding the effects of choice overload. Directly

contradictory to traditional economics’ principle of rational decision-making and the notion that a

surplus of choices often leads to enhanced choice quality, the experiment corroborates the idea that

an excess of choices hinders the pace of consumer decision-making and reduces the quality of the

selected choice. The study investigates the psychological impacts of choice overload based on the

hypothesis that a negative correlation exists between increased choice amount and satisfaction &

overall motivation following the choice. Iyengar and Lepper’s study featured three sections, each

section being an experiment on choice overload by using jams, essays, and chocolates respectively

as choice options. One unique participant group out of a total of three was designated for each

experimental design. The first design featured an in-store display of various jams, with one design

consisting of six jams and an alternative option that consisted of 24 jams. Participants were allowed

to purchase and sample from each setup. Likewise, the second method presented two different op-

tions: the first being choosing one essay from a set of six topics, and the latter being choosing one

from a set of 30 topics. The third design, similarly, allowed participants to choose from an array

of six chocolates or an array of 30 chocolates. In the jam experiment, which was conducted in

a supermarket setting, consumers were inconspicuously noted of their choices and behavior. The

other setups utilized similar methods while adopting additional surveys. The findings of Iyengar

and Lepper’s research were indeed revolutionary in the field of consumer behavior research. Re-

garding the jam-tasting experiment, participants exposed to the 24-choice design showed higher

levels of initial interest in the display, but only 3% of the entire participant base ended up choos-

ing and buying from the display. Conversely, although the 6-choice design showed lower levels

of initial consumer interest, around 30% of the subjects resulted in purchasing a product from

the display of limited choices. This trend effect of choice overload was in fact, shown across all
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experiments of the study. Participants in the essay experiment expressed lower levels of overall

satisfaction and produced inferior-quality work when presented with a vast range of essay topics

to choose from, compared to the group which was given a rather limited range of options. The

chocolate experiment returned similar results, with participants succumbing to lower levels of sat-

isfaction and enjoyment after being exposed to the 30-choice option. Overall, Iyengar and Lepper’s

study showed that a surplus of choices may not always increase decision quality; rather, it leads

to reluctance in consumer decision-making, with levels of decision quality and satisfaction being

negatively impacted. Admittedly, an increased range of choices enhances initial engagement and

interest; however, this spike in interest eventually dwindles over time, as consumers experience

prolonged periods of choice consideration and intensified hesitation.

Focus of research

The following study investigates if in-store music has the potential to help reduce the risks

of impulse buying among customers and facilitate wise decision-making under the pressures of

choice overload (Brayfield and Crockett 1955; Jacob 1968; McGehee and Gardner 1949; Smith

1947; Uhrbrock 1961).

Hypothesis and Potential Outcomes

My research hypothesizes that preferable genres of in-store music, varying from customer to

customer, will help cultivate strong emotional connections between the store and the customer,

especially when the customer is familiar with the chosen music. This enhanced emotional connec-

tion will help facilitate a sense of comfort for the customer, ultimately increasing the duration of

their stay within the store. Furthermore, I believe that music’s positive impact on customers will

also evoke feelings of altruism and mild euphoria, consequently elevating the customer’s mood and

exposing them to the potential of impulsively purchasing products on the spot. Regarding choice

overload, however, music plays a crucial role in reducing stress and increasing focus; therefore,

when met with an excessive amount of choices, I believe that music will ultimately help amelio-

rate this pressure and thus reduce the severity of hesitation normally observed in choice overload

situations. The study consequently aims to clarify the role of external auditory stimuli in evoking
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impulsivity among customers and construct a novel, rudimentary foundation for the lesser-known

study behind identifying the correlation between auditory triggers and the reduced stress factors of

choice overload, which include the potential aversion of Decision Paralysis.

Methodology

To clarify, the following presentation of data aims at identifying the potential positive effects

background music in a stimulated store environment may have on the presence of choice overload

and its correlation to impulse buying behavior. Assuming impulse buying behavior is induced by

a positive elevation in consumer moods, it is expected that the positive emotional effects of music

may thus indirectly contribute to the likelihood of impulse buying. It is also crucial to note that im-

pulse buying is often associated with lower levels of satisfaction and happiness, which will also be

indicated in the following metrics. Additionally, on the presumption that decision paralysis results

from a reduction of focus and prolonged hesitation and consideration in making a choice, music’s

focus-enhancing effects may help reduce the time taken to finalize a decision and overall increase

the motivation needed to choose an option from an extensive array of choices. However, choice

overload is also known to increase overall satisfaction and confidence in one’s choice, whereas a

result of impulse buying may have severely detrimental impacts on post-decision- making satis-

faction. Therefore, it is of great interest to examine this positive-negative relationship, where the

focus-enhancing effects of music increase satisfaction and reduce hesitation, which is in return po-

tentially nullified by the dissatisfying, guilt-evoking effects of impulse buying tendencies induced

by auditory stimulation.

Demographics

Regarding demographics, a total of 42 participants primarily with East Asian backgrounds

were recruited for the experiment. 28 (66.7%) of 42 participants identified solely as culturally

pure Koreans or Korean-Americans. 11 (26.2%) participants identified themselves as being of

Chinese heritage, whereas four (9.5%; if not including dual nationalities, then 2 / 4.8%) participants

including dual nationalities were of American (USA) origin. Only one (2.4%) participant was

shown to be of Singaporean nationality. Hence, a total of five nationalities were represented by the
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data. A gender equilibrium was observed in the data, with exactly 21 (50%) male participants and

21(50%) female participants. All (100%) participants were fluent English speakers recruited from

a student research program conducted in Seoul, South Korea. The mean age of participants was

identified to be approximately 21 years old (SD = 6.45), with ages ranging from 15 (min.) to 51

(max.) (range = 36) (MoE = 0.996).

Study design

A total of 8 surveys were designed for the survey, specifically for three different music cate-

gories (Treatment groups) and one category that excluded the presence of in-store music (Control

group). Three music genres were chosen for the experiment: classical, jazz, and pop. The surveys

were created on the Qualtrics XM platform and distributed to participants via Gmail invitations.

Each survey initially inquired the participant on basic demographic information, then asked the

user to play selected music via using an embedded YouTube link before proceeding to analyze

the effects of background music playing simultaneously during a decision-making process. For

the control group, this step was excluded. One song was chosen for each category: for the clas-

sical category, Johann Sebastian Bach’s “Air” composition was chosen; for the jazz category, a

royalty-free song titled “Lobby Time” by Kevin Macleod was used; and finally, for the pop sec-

tion, “Sugar” by Maroon 5 was chosen. Participants’ familiarity with the chosen music was taken

into account, with “Sugar” being more accessible and relatable to contemporary audiences as a rel-

atively recent song. “Air” was found to be a well-known song among classical enjoyers, whereas

Kevin Macleod’s “Lobby Time” was an instrumental song commonly used in YouTube videos of

many different genres and thus intended for easy listening with no lyrics.
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