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The Effect of Jazz Music on Undergraduate  

Students' Creativity 
 

Katerina Kolar1 and Bennett Snyder2 
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Previous studies suggest that music can increase individuals’ creativity. The purpose of this study was to extend 

previous research and evaluate whether jazz music has a positive effect on undergraduate students’ creativity. 

Undergraduate students from the University of Minnesota completed the Guilford Alternative Uses Task in two 

separate groups. In the experimental group students listened to jazz music prior to completing the task. In the 

control group the students sat in silence before completing the task. The results of this experiment did not support 

our hypothesis that listening to jazz music would increase undergraduate students’ creativity. No significant 

difference was found between the experimental and the control group. However, additional research is needed to 

more conclusively determine if jazz music has an effect on undergraduate students’ creativity. 
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Creativity, the ability to produce work that is both 

novel and useful (Sternberg & Lubart, 1999), is a quintessential 

characteristic of human behavior (Limb & Braun, 2008).  

Collins and Amabile (1999) measured student creativity in the 

classroom and found creative students have a high level of 

interest and curiosity. In addition, the researchers found 

creative students have an increased ability to focus, take risks 

and engage in challenging tasks. Given those benefits, along 

with the ability to solve complex individual, social, and global 

problems (Beghetto, 2005), it is important that efforts are made 

to promote student creativity. The problem, however, is that 

although IQ scores have increased in the U.S. educational 

system since 1990, there has been a significant decrease in 

critical thinking scores, which may have resulted from the 

emphasis that has been placed on test scores over developing 

creativity (Kim, 2011). Due to the high-stakes testing 

environment, students have become less imaginative, less 

unconventional,  and less  capable  of capturing  the  essence of  
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problems (Kim, 2011). The use of music is one possible way to 

address this decrease in creativity among students.  

 Past studies have demonstrated that listening to music 

can decrease anxiety and stress, factors that can adversely 

affect creativity (Smith & Carlsson, 1985). Lesiuk (2000) 

conducted an experiment that measured the effect of listening to 

music on anxiety levels while students performed a computer 

programming task. Lesiuk’s study involved students who were 

assigned to a group with either no music, music prior to, or 

music prior to and during a task that required them to locate 

syntax and logic errors. Results indicated that students 

experienced a significant decrease in anxiety levels when 

listening to music during a computer programming task. 

Lesiuk’s study suggests that listening to music can be used to 

reduce anxiety.  

 Additional studies have also examined the relationship 

between listening to music and decreased anxiety levels. Rafer, 

Austin, Frev, Mulvey, Vaidia, and Prozesky (2015) studied the 

effects of jazz music on postoperative anxiety in patients who 

had undergone a hysterectomy. The researchers measured the 

patients’ blood pressure, heart rate, and anxiety while the 

patients were in the post-anesthesia care unit listening to jazz 

music. The heart rates of the patients who listened to jazz 

music were significantly lower than that of the controls, who 

listened to no music. The results indicate that the patients 

positively responded to jazz music because it promoted 

relaxation (Rafer, Austin, Frev, Mulvey, Vaidia, and Prozesky 

2015). Building upon Smith and Carlsson’s research, this study  
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suggests that listening to jazz music specifically decreases 

anxiety, which could, in turn, increase creativity.  

 The direct relationship between jazz music and 

creativity is supported by Geethanjali, Adalarasu, and 

Rajsekaran (2012), who found that listening to jazz music 

enhances creative thoughts. In this investigation, researchers 

measured the alpha, beta and theta brain rhythms using 

Electroencephalography while participants listened to Carnatic 

music from the southern part of India, hard rock music and 

jazz music while completing a mental task. Enhanced alpha 

waves, in particular, have been shown to be associated with the 

presence of creative thinking (Lustenberger, Boyle, Foulser, 

Mellin, and Fröhlich, 2015). In addition, alpha waves are 

associated with deep relaxation and are considered by some to 

be the gateway to creativity (Yehuda, 2011).Geethanjali et al. 

found that alpha and theta waves significantly increased when 

the participant listened to jazz music and Carnatic music. Hard 

rock had no significant effect on the participants.   

 Other studies observed an increase in alpha wave 

amplitude when participants listened to their preferred genre of 

music. Hurless, Mekic, Pena, Humphries, Gentry and Nichols 

(2013) examined the effects of rock and jazz and three tempos 

(slow, medium/normal and quickened) on brain activation 

patterns in non-musicians using EEG recordings. Results of the 

study showed an increase in alpha wave amplitude when 

participants listened to their preferred genre. However, alpha 

waves were not significantly affected by tempo. This 

investigation indicates that preference for genre, rather than 

tempo or a specific genre produces greater alpha wave 

amplitude. Further research may determine if listening to 

preferred music has the potential to increase students’ 

creativity.  

 Our study explored if there was an increase in 

students’ creativity after listening to jazz music. We decided to 

use jazz music in the present study because the effect of jazz 

music has been studied before in a college population. In 

addition, it is a popular music genre among our study’s target 

population of students. The University of Massachusetts 

Dartmouth implemented a Jazz for Success program after 

research by Stratton and Zalanowski (2003) studied the daily 

listening habits of students at Penn State University. They 

found that although college students most likely listen to rock, 

they prefer to listen to jazz music while studying, relaxing and 

doing chores (Barber & Barber, 2005). There has never been a 

study that has attempted to directly assess creativity using jazz 

music. In the present study we will measure students’ creativity 

by administering the Guilford Alternative Uses Task. Based on 

previous research, we hypothesize that undergraduate students 

who listen to jazz music will be more creative when performing 

the Guilford Alternative Uses Task compared to students who 

sit in silence.  

 

 

 

METHOD 

 

Participants  

 A convenience sample of 21 undergraduate students 

enrolled in the University of Minnesota Introduction to 

Research Methods course was obtained. The ages of the 

participants ranged from 19 to 25 years (M = 20.81, SD = 

1.47). Of the 21 participants, nine identified as male and 12 as 

female. Nineteen of the participants identified as White, one as 

Asian, and one as African American. No compensation for 

participation was offered to the participants.  

 

Materials  

 Participants in the experimental group listened to jazz 

music while participants assigned to the control group sat in 

silence. The experimental group listened to one minute of a 

jazz song titled Little Sunflower by Carlos Garnett starting from 

the beginning of the track. Participants were given a survey in 

which they could report their demographic information. 

Participants in the control group were given the same survey. 

The Guilford’s Alternative Uses Task was used to measure 

creativity in both groups. This test measured divergent thinking 

across the four sub-categories of fluency, originality, 

flexibility, and elaboration by having participants list as many 

possible uses for a common household item as they could think 

of, in this case, a paperclip (Akbari, Hickendordd, & Hommel, 

2013). Fluency was measured by adding up the participants’ 

total responses. Originality was measured by comparing each 

response to the total responses to measure how uncommon they 

were. Flexibility measured the different categories used. 

Elaboration was measured by the amount of detail in the 

participants’ answer (Akbari et al., 2013). Creative thought 

was measured by combining the scores for fluency, originality, 

flexibility, and elaboration. The higher the student scored 

across each of these four sub-categories, the more creative they 

were.  

 

Procedure 

 Upon arrival to the Introduction to Research Methods 

lab, students were randomly assigned to either the control 

group or the experimental group. The participants in the 

experimental group were read a consent form by the 

researcher. Following the reading of the consent form, the 

participants were given a survey and verbal instructions before 

the researchers conducted the Guilford Alternative Uses Task. 

After the instructions were read, the students in the 

experimental group were asked to listen to the music sample 

before the students were given two minutes to complete the 

Guilford Alternative Uses Task. The researcher then collected 

the students’ papers. Participants in the control group were 

read an identical consent form and were given an identical 

survey, however, they were given slightly different 

instructions.  After the control group read the consent form and  
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instructions, they sat in silence for one minute before being 

given the Guilford Alternative Uses Task. After two minutes, 

the researchers collected the students’ papers. The researchers 

then debriefed the participants in both groups by reading them 

a written statement describing the purpose of the study. In 

addition, the researchers answered any questions that the 

participants asked. The researchers then told the participants 

they were free to leave.  

 

RESULTS 

 

The dependent variable, the total number of points 

scored on the Guilford Alternative Uses Task, was measured in 

two different conditions: exposure to jazz music and silence. 

The Guilford Alternative Uses Task was scored by combining 

the total number of points each participant received for the 

fluency, originality, flexibility, and elaboration subsections. A 

one-tailed independent samples t-test was performed to 

determine whether the score for the experimental group was 

significantly greater than that for the control group.  Analyses 

showed that those instructed to listen to jazz music (M = 

13.40, SD = 7.62) did not score significantly higher than those 

instructed to sit in silence (M = 16.09, SD = 6.77) on the 

Guilford Alternative Uses Task, t(19) = 0.86, p = 0.90.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The results of this experiment did not support our 

hypothesis that listening to jazz music would increase 

undergraduate students’ creativity. No significant difference 

was found between the experimental and the control group, 

suggesting that listening to jazz music did not facilitate 

creativity. These results are inconsistent with the findings of 

past research, such as the study by Geethanjali et al. (2012), 

which found that listening to jazz music enhances alpha waves 

and creative thought. The current study failed to extend those 

findings to our experimental question.  

 The inconsistency in results between the current study 

and previous studies may be due to methodological problems 

within the study. In the study by Geethanjali, Adalarasu, and 

Rajsekaran (2012), participants listened to jazz music for a total 

of two minutes while completing a mental task. The 

participants’ alpha waves, which are directly related to 

creativity, increased significantly when the participants listened 

to jazz music. In the present study, participants listened to jazz 

music for one minute before completing a creativity task. The 

students in our study may have listened to jazz music for too 

short a time to have a significant effect on their alpha waves, 

which may explain their non-significant scores on the Guilford 

Alternative Uses Task. Furthermore, the current study and the 

study conducted by Geethanjali et al. measured different 

dependent variables, which may also explain the inconsistent 

results. Geethanjali et al. measured brain waves that are 

believed to be associated with creativity. Our experiment 

measured creative behavior.  

 In addition, in the experiments conducted by 

Geethanjali et al. (2012), Lesiuk (2000), and Rafer et al. 

(2015) participants listened to music during the task that was 

being conducted. In contrast, in the present study, the 

participants listened to music prior to performing the Guilford 

Alternative Uses Task. There was also a 30-second gap 

between the end of the song and the students beginning the 

Guilford Alternative Uses Task due to instructions being read. 

Thus, the present study may have had different results from 

previous research because the music was played prior to, rather 

than during, the task. 

 Further, one individual in the experimental group did 

not know the meaning of the word “alternative” in the 

instructions given to the participants which stated, “Please wait 

until the verbal instructions are given to complete this task. The 

task is to list as many alternative uses for a paperclip as you 

can think of in two minutes. You may begin now.” This 

individual waited until the one-minute mark to ask the 

researchers to define alternative. When the individual asked 

this question the other participants in the room may have been 

distracted. Additionally, the other participants may have been 

distracted listening to the researchers’ response to the question. 

This event was a methodological concern because this 

particular group had five individuals in it, which made up close 

to half of the experimental group’s size. This may have 

affected the results of the study. In future research, it may be 

beneficial to place participants into separate rooms to limit 

distractions.  

 Additionally, the present study had a small sample size 

(N = 21), which was due to limited access to participants due 

to convenience sampling as well as a short amount of time to 

gather data. A larger sample would provide this study with 

more statistical power to detect small effects and would be 

beneficial for future research.  

 Future studies examining this topic would need to 

increase the amount of time that students are exposed to jazz 

music. Past research (Geethanjali et al.,  2012) had participants 

listen to jazz music for two minutes which would be 

recommended in the future due to the fact that one minute did 

not provide significant results. In addition, it would be 

beneficial for future studies to have participants listen to jazz 

music while conducting the Guilford Alternative Uses Task 

rather than listening before the task. It also would be beneficial 

for future researchers to measure at what point alpha waves 

decline to a normal level in the brain after listening to jazz 

music.  This can be done using electroencephalography and 

could test if listening to jazz music prior to conducting a task 

would be expected to yield results, if any exist.    

 This study demonstrates a non-significant relationship 

between listening to jazz music and creativity. Although 

additional research is needed to more conclusively determine if 

jazz music has an effect on undergraduate students’ creativity, 

it is possible that the non-significant results of this study 

accurately reflect that jazz music does not increase 

undergraduate  students’ creativity.   If  this  is  so, researchers  
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must investigate other means of increasing students’ creativity. 

Creativity in students has decreased since 1990, resulting in 

students who are less imaginative, less unconventional, and less 

capable of capturing the essence of problems (Kim, 2011). It is 

vital that we find ways to increase students’ creativity. 
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