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ABSTRACT

Previous research has investigated the motivations for mobile music listening, while
the limiting factors to using such services have been neglected. Therefore, this paper
will focus on reasons for not listening to mobile music, particularly among mobile
music listeners and people who do not use portable listening devices. Two studies
were carried out, the first one considering mobile music listeners (n = 11), and the
second non-listeners (n=11). Participants in the listening group were interviewed
twice about their reasons for turning off their devices, once before and once after a
period of time, in which they were observed while listening to mobile music. The non-
listeners were interviewed about their rationales for not using portable listening
devices and their opinions on mobile music listening. Results confirm prior findings
particularly with regard to sociable behaviour and traffic safety. In addition, they offer
novel perspectives on mobile music listening in everyday life, for instance, that the
decision to turn off the music appears dependent on the activity that is carried out
while listening, or that music can increase information overload. These results
suggest that to achieve a balanced and informed view on mobile music listening,
abstinence and avoidance of such activities need to be accounted for.
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INTRODUCTION

Mobile music listening can be understood as ‘listening to music over headphones
while moving around in public’. Studies on this topic so far have mainly focussed
on the devices used (e.g. Krause et al., 2015) and the reasons people choose to listen
to music over headphones. It has been found that mobile music seems to help create
a sense of privacy (Bull, 2006a), provides the means to block out unwanted stimuli
from the environment (Skanland, 2011), and offers a retreat from social life
(Richmond, 2006). Additionally, studies on the motivations for mobile music
listening reveal that users report psychological benefits such as mood management
(Skanland, 2013), energising and motivation (Gopinath & Stanyek, 2013),
providing social warmth (Bull, 2007), preventing boredom (Kuch & Wo®liner,
2021), and the devices allow avid listeners to listen to music anywhere at any time
(Simun, 2009). However, one topic that has rarely been studied is the reasons why
some people sometimes do not listen to mobile music, or as Prior (2014) phrases it:
“Non-users have been traditionally given a marginal status in technological systems
and academic research” (ibid., p. 33). Based on two exploratory studies, the present
paper will attempt to fill this gap by focussing on the choices and views of people
who do not listen to mobile music.

CONTEXTUAL REASONS

One of the reasons why people do not listen to mobile music or worry about those
who are engaged in this activity is traffic safety. As Schénhammer (1989) already
found quite early after the launch of the Sony Walkman in 1979 (Sony, 1999), it
could be difficult to navigate traffic while being acoustically separated from it. He
thought this so obvious that he wrote that this “need not be discussed further”
(Schénhammer, 1989, p. 142). Schénhammer did not carry out any research on the
connection between using the Walkman and traffic safety, but several other authors
did. Goldenbeld and colleagues (2012), for example, explored listening to music
while cycling and found that participants compensated by wearing helmets or
turning off their devices in demanding situations. Moreover, de Waard and
colleagues (2011) revealed that wearing headphones while cycling increased the
response time to auditory signals.

Lichenstein and colleagues (2012) looked into accidents leading to injury and death
that were headphone-related. They discovered 116 incidents between 2004 and
2011, of which 70% led to death. No causal relationship can be inferred, but the
authors describe that there is a danger, because listening to something through
headphones can lead to auditory masking and can be a form of distraction.

Other researchers took more active approaches, for instance, by observing
participants who were crossing a virtual street while they were either listening to
music, texting, or talking on the phone (Schwebel et al., 2012). The authors
discovered that listening to music led to more accidents than the other conditions.
This contradicts other studies which found that texting is more dangerous than
listening to music. Walker and colleagues (2012), for example, observed
pedestrians crossing a street in a city in the USA and discovered that listening to
music actually led to an increase of watchful behaviour.

Another area where listening to music is seen ambiguously is being outdoors.
Maslen (2022) interviewed adventurers who generally preferred to take in the
surrounding sounds when outdoors and increase their safety by listening to cues
from their surroundings. Similarly, Anderson and Jones (2023) discovered that
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some hikers prefer to be without headphones while hiking to increase their
attentiveness to the surroundings as well as their safety.

Listening to music through headphones can lead to hearing health issues if the
sound volume of the music is too high (e.g. Hodgetts et al., 2009; Levey et al.,
2011). Kettel and Kuch (2021) found that people who are more sensitive to noise
are less likely to listen to mobile music, which is more often the case for older
people. If noise-sensitive individuals do listen to mobile music, their reason often
is to block out unwanted sounds and therefore control the sounds that reach their
ears. Similarly, Argalasova and colleagues (2017) discovered that students living in
housing which is exposed to traffic noise listened to more mobile music than
students living in quiet surroundings.

Additionally, if people do want to take in their surroundings, as in the example of
the adventurers and hikers (Anderson & Jones, 2023; Maslen, 2022), then they
would not use mobile listening devices. This was also confirmed by Leong and
Gram (2011), who found that most people would not listen to music if they were in
a new place for the first time or as a tourist.

It might thus be concluded that listening to mobile music does not take place if
listeners want to instead focus on the sounds around them, in order to be safe in
traffic and other situations or to enjoy the surroundings with all their senses. The
literature cited above points out that mobile music listening is not always purely
enjoyable but might pose a risk to the listener, which needs to be balanced against
the possible benefits.

Researchers and theorists often disagree about whether mobile music listening is a
sociable activity. The discussion started soon after the launch of the Sony Walkman
in 1979: Hosokawa (1984) described a loss of the connection to the environment
when using the Walkman, Gransow (1985) termed it the “autistic Walkman”,
saying that it promotes individualised tendencies, and Vollbrecht (1989) called the
Walkman a symbol for individualisation. Chen (1998) observed that listening to the
Walkman cuts the listeners off from the environment and prevents others from
intruding (ibid., p. 257), while Gergen (2002, p. 232) argued that when people listen
to music from somewhere else, they are not present in the immediate environment.
Results from several studies show that mobile music listeners seem to be in their
own privatised space (Bull, 2004, p. 186) and that non-listeners think of the
Walkman experience as isolating, uncommunicative, and egocentric
(Schénhammer, 1988). In fact, users often seem to use the device to provoke (ibid.,
p. 60). A later study by the same author pointed out that mobile music listening
seems to be unsociable, because listeners are not engaged in a shared environment
(Schénhammer, 1989). A study by Garner (2012), where participants were
supposed to imagine different scenarios with mobile music listeners, revealed that
people wearing headphones are perceived as less sociable.

There are other voices with regard to the sociability of mobile music listening,
however. Beer (2012) wrote that while people appear to be in a kind of bubble, they
are, in fact, still open to interruptions from others. Children were revealed to use
music in sociable ways by sharing earbuds as a sign of social inclusion (Bickford,
2014), and teenagers would not listen to music alone when with their friends, but
would share the music and talk about it (Bergh et al., 2014). According to Heye and
Lamont (2010), listening to mobile music and being aware of the surroundings are
not mutually exclusive, but rather, they are correlated. Specifically, the authors
discovered that a higher awareness of the music is associated with an increased
awareness of the surroundings. In his study of mobile music listeners, Prior (2014)
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found that 44% of his participants chose to turn off their devices at certain times
and in certain places in order to reconnect with their environment and the people in
it. This reasoning might also be valid for other mobile music listeners or those who
prefer to always engage with their surroundings instead of their own music.

The task that is carried out seems to impact whether an individual decides to listen
to music, as Kiss and Linnell (2023) discovered. The authors found that individuals
working on complex tasks tend to avoid listening to music as it could be a source
of distraction. Task complexity, as well as the arousal levels of the music, typically
influence the choice of accompanying music. The researchers found a difference
between driving and monotonous tasks, which are simpler, and reading and
studying tasks, which are more complex. Notably, a greater percentage of people
avoided music in the latter tasks as compared to the former. These results
corroborated those of Goltz et al. (2021), who found that more complex tasks led
to less background music. The authors also discovered that younger generations are
more prone to using background music than older adults. Additionally, listeners are
clearer in their requirements of the background music when the task is more
complex, while they would be less critical if the task is easier. Thus, listeners might
choose to turn off their devices if the simultaneous task is complex and requires
their focus.

INDIVIDUAL REASONS

Apart from sociability and safety issues, there are several other possible reasons
why someone would not listen to mobile music. One of these is the sound quality
available through the devices and headphones. Some people, known as
“audiophiles” (O’Neill, 2004), prefer high-end sound quality to MP3 formats and
would therefore prioritise their home stereo system to portable listening devices.
Even though the MP3 format has been discontinued as other formats with small file
sizes and better sound quality are available (Dockrill, 2017), a preference for high-
fidelity might still influence behaviour.

A condition that applies to only about 5% of the population is musical anhedonia
(Mas-Herrero et al., 2012; Mas-Herrero et al., 2014). The researchers discovered
that musical anhedonia describes healthy people who do not derive pleasure from
listening to music, but are not affected by general anhedonia, which sometimes
accompanies psychiatric disorders. With less experienced pleasure during music
listening, these individuals might also be less inclined to listen to mobile music.

Mobile music listening might also be age-related, as, for example, individuals born
before 1963 (in Germany) appear to prefer other technologies to portable listening
devices (Lepa & Hoklas, 2015). DeNora (2000, 147f.) observed that older women
are more likely to engage in music listening as the main activity, rather than utilising
it as a tool for managing emotions and situations, which are common reasons for
mobile music listening (e.g. Kuch & Wollner, 2021; Skanland, 2013). They would,
therefore, not enjoy mobile music listening, which usually accompanies another
activity. Another age-related reason for not listening to mobile music is hearing aids
(Greasley et al., 2020). It is quite difficult to listen to music through headphones
while something else is already in the ear or there are general hearing issues present.
There might be options to combine hearing aids and mobile music listening, but, to
my knowledge, there is no research on this yet.

According to Wyatt (2005), there are individuals who do not use a specific
technology for various reasons. This might be another explanation why some
people would not use portable listening devices. Wyatt (2005, p. 76) classified non-
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users into four different categories, namely the “resisters” who actively do not want
to use the technology, the “rejecters” who have stopped using their devices
voluntarily, the “excluded” which are groups of people who have never had access
to the technology for a variety of reasons, and the “expelled” who were somehow
forced to stop using the technology. This classification shows that not all non-users
are potential users. The reasons for this non-use range from not having the need to
use it to finding it too difficult or intrusive (Laumer & Eckhardt, 2012; Stewart,
2002; Wyatt, 2005). Non-use can be a sign that a person’s needs are not met
(Laegran, 2005) but, equally, Kline (2005) describes that non-use of technology is
normal and necessary, because it helps to negotiate the meaning of technology.
Similarly, Selwyn (2006) found that non-users have agency, and their reasons for
non-use are “limited relevance, utility or even pleasure in the context of their
everyday lives”. Sambasivan and colleagues (2009) break up the dichotomy
between use and non-use by claiming that “(a)ctive users of technology can also
exhibit non-use of devices” (p. 4533). This means that a person does not have to be
either a user or non-user, but that there can be moments, where using a technology,
or in our case listening to mobile music, is relevant, and other situations where
music is not required.

In summary, individual reasons for not listening to mobile music can include
technological reasons, such as a preference for high-quality audio or reluctance to
use portable listening devices for various reasons. There can also be other personal
motives, for instance, a general disinclination to listen to music or a specific age-
related habit of listening to music that does not include mobile music. Thus, there
might be a range of personal preferences and habits that could influence the decision
to use portable listening devices.

AIMS AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

While the above literature mentions several reasons that could lead to a non-use of
portable listening devices, these have only rarely come directly from listeners or
non-listeners. This paper, therefore, aims to fill this gap and answer the following
research questions:

1) Why do mobile music listeners sometimes intentionally turn off/do not use
their portable listening devices?

2) What are the reasons why some people do not use portable listening devices
at all?

METHODS

Two studies were carried out in a small city in England to inform the researcher's
PhD thesis (Schurig, 2019). The studies aimed to be exploratory, so age or gender
or any other demographic was not controlled for.

STuDY 1
Participants and recruitment

Participants were recruited through word of mouth, advertising at the researcher's
workplace, through church noticeboards, the researcher's Facebook page, and
through the university’s research website. Eleven mobile music listeners, aged
between 20 - 42 (Mage = 28,4; SDage =7,3), took part in this study. Four of them
were female, 7 male, and all used portable listening devices in their daily lives.

Design and Data Collection
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The study consisted of three parts: first, semi-structured interviews about the
participant's general music listening behaviour, their devices, their choices
regarding mobile music listening, their musical preferences, and the situations they
encounter during mobile music listening were carried out (the interview manual is
available in Schurig, 2019, p. 255f.). These lasted from 20 minutes up to an hour.

Several days later, the participants were shadowed, i.e., followed around while they
were asked to “do what you normally do” when listening to mobile music. They
were observed and occasionally approached and asked about what they were
listening to and why. Shadowing is a form of participant observation first used by
DeNora (2000), who followed a participant while both participant and researcher
vocalised their impressions and thoughts into an audio recorder. For the purpose of
this research, this approach was adapted so that only the researcher spoke into an
audio recorder whenever something interesting about the participant's behaviour or
surroundings was observed (e.g. when there was music playing in a shop), while
the participant listened to music. Shadowing was not meant to be ecologically valid,
but instead provided the opportunity to understand what the participant was talking
about in the first interview, and to notice behaviour that was not mentioned before
(e.g., because it was not conscious). Additionally, it gave the participant the chance
to explore their own behaviour and thus enabled them to talk about it more easily.

Directly after the shadowing, which lasted from 10 minutes to 3 hours (depending
on the weather and the activities of the participant), a second unstructured interview
was carried out for 10 to 20 minutes. This interview was different for every
participant because it was based on what was observed and discussed during the
shadowing, and it was an opportunity to explore topics with more depth than was
possible (and aimed for) during the short interruptions throughout the shadowing.

Ethical approval for both studies was obtained from the University of Exeter, and
all names mentioned in this paper are pseudonyms.

STUDY 2
Participants and Recruitment

The second study took place with 11 non-listeners who were not using mobile
listening devices at the time and/or had never used them before. They were aged
28-76 (Mage = 45,8; SDage = 16,5), and one of them was male while the rest were
female.

Design and Data Collection

All of these respondents took part in short (5 to 20 minutes) semi-structured
interviews about their thoughts on mobile music listening and their reasons for not
engaging in this activity (for the interview manual, please see Schurig, 2019, p.
257).

Analysis (both studies)

All the interviews and recorded information were transcribed, and then analysed
with NVivo using Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Several themes within the topic of not listening to music (concerning listeners as
well as non-listeners) emerged in the analysis: relating to other people, relating to
the surroundings, discomfort, simultaneous activities —in addition to reasons that
are specific to listeners or non-listeners. These five themes will be presented and
discussed in relation to previous research. The focus here will be on intentionally
choosing not to listen to mobile music; thus, incidents such as a device running out
of battery or breaking will not be presented.

RELATING TO OTHER PEOPLE

The interviewed listeners were often mindful of other people in their surroundings
who may have wanted to interact with them. Potential interactions can occur in
shops, for instance, where shop assistants offer their help or cashiers explain the
payment procedure. Wearing headphones in these circumstances might therefore
lead to discomfort and a raised awareness that music listening might not be
beneficial for communicating with other people, as exemplified by Ben’s
experience.

Sometimes | go shopping with music, yeah. But | usually feel strange
listening to music when there are people around and when | should interact
with them. (Ben, listener, 24 years old)

Listeners might not be alone when they commute, hike or cycle. Unanimously, they
agreed that it would be impolite to continue listening to music when friends or
acquaintances are around and want to interact. Koko points out that this is
particularly valid if someone is doing you a favour. It seems that not ignoring them
would not be the most considerate approach; instead, it would be more courteous to
interact with them.

| personally wouldn't like this kind of behaviour and probably, I don't know
people that would be glad about like seeing you with the headphones in his
own car and he asks you something and you - there, he didn't hear me. He's
with the headphones, so he's not here. (Koko, listener, 25 years old)

While the mobile music listeners are aware of the social norms and rules of being
in public, and are able to differentiate between situations that require their presence
and availability, this availability is still a matter of their choice. If they want to
interact, they take off their headphones, but they might keep them on if they do not
want to interact, therefore retaining control. Thus, passers-by would not easily be
able to start a conversation with them.

If | want to speak to someone, | just switch it off and turn my headphones off.
(Jonathan, listener, 32 years old)

The headphones are a visible sign of (non-)availability that the non-listeners are
easily able to interpret. The primary reason for non-listeners to avoid mobile music
is their perception that this behaviour is unsociable. Most of the interviewed non-
listeners agree that listening to music conveys the impression of not being available
for conversation or not attending to one's surroundings. Since they do not want to
communicate unavailability, they do not listen to mobile music.

Well, like I said, they look a bit introvert. You feel like - oh they're wearing
that, don't talk to me. And I don't think that's a nice ... | don't like it that much.
(Josie, non-listener, 58 years old)
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The contrast opened here between the listeners and non-listeners reflects the
literature on the topic. On the one hand, the listeners are aware of what is socially
required, just as the participants in Prior’s study (2014) were. They are also
conscious of seeming disconnected and in their own little world, which might not
be how they want to appear to friends or acquaintances. This corresponds with
Schonhammer’s (1989) finding that mobile music listening appears unsociable due
to the listeners’ apparent absence. On the other hand, the non-listeners reacted
exactly like the participants in Garner’s (2012) experiment, who reported that
listening to music over headphones makes a person appear to be less approachable
and more introverted.

So how can these two positions — behaving sociably but still seeming to be
disconnected — be reconciled? There are two possible explanations: Firstly, if
mobile music listeners decide to behave sociably, then it is their choice and under
their control. Anyone who might want to talk to them at another time would not be
able to reach them as easily, which might be perceived as unsociable. Secondly, as
| pointed out in my PhD thesis (Schurig, 2019, p. 206), a listener who is sociable
would take off their headphones to be available for conversations with surrounding
people. But once they are without headphones, they would no longer be identifiable
as a listener. Thus, a sociable listener would be indistinguishable from a non-
listener. As a result, the non-listeners might only remember situations where a
listener was unsociable, because they were recognisable as a listener.

RELATING TO SURROUNDINGS

Listening to mobile music might not only prevent interactions with people, but can
also lead to a reduced perception of the surroundings. This is one of the reasons
why non-listeners do not engage in mobile music listening behaviour. Julia
describes the feeling of isolation from the environment that she encountered when
trying out mobile music listening, which she experienced as so profoundly negative
that she never tried it again.

| plugged myself in and | felt quite claustrophobic, because | felt | wasn't part
of the world. | felt that I was in my own little world, in a little bubble and 1
couldn't hear what was going on and | like to know what is going on around
me. (Julia, non-listener, 61 years old)

Julia does not like the feeling of being shut in and, therefore, being unable to relate
to the environment, which corresponds with Prior’s (2014) findings. Being
separated from the environment is usually a reason for listening to mobile music
(e.g., Krause et al., 2015). Bull (2005) introduced this concept of perceived private
space even in crowded situations as “auditory bubble”, which is usually
experienced as positive because it gives a semblance of control over their auditory
world back to the listener (e.g., Bull, 2006c; Dibben & Haake, 2013; Weber, 2009).
In Julia’s example, the auditory bubble is experienced as unpleasant, as she wants
to be aware of what is happening around her through sight as well as sound.

If mobile music listeners decide to fully engage with their surroundings, they would
choose not to listen to their own music. As Ben implies, taking in the surroundings
with all senses, which includes listening, might lead to a heightened enjoyment of
it.

You get the atmosphere when you don't listen to music. Because otherwise
you're really stuck, and you don't interact with anyone else, you're in your
own world. So sometimes when | feel like - ah, maybe | should pay a bit of
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attention to the outside world - then I wouldn't listen to music. (Ben, listener,
24 years old)

This wish for a closer connection and, therefore, a deeper enjoyment of the
surroundings is particularly present when the mobile music listeners are in nature.
Most of the interviewed listeners would not want to listen to music if they are in
nature on purpose. Being in the city, however, often involves commuting or having
a task in mind, as well as noise and sounds that are not enjoyable to the listeners, so
they would want to cover these sounds through self-chosen ones. In natural
surroundings, the ambient sounds are an integral part of the experience, making
listeners want to hear them.

If I walk in nature, then I'm there to walk in nature and then | wanna
experience nature and then | wouldn't want to listen to music. (Max, listener,
42 years old)

Although safety is not a concern in these circumstances, the aim for focussing on
the surroundings when in nature corresponds with the findings by Maslen (2022)
and Anderson and Jones (2023). The hikers in both of these studies preferred to be
aware of their surroundings and enjoy the nature they are in.

Nature is one environment that mobile music listeners want to perceive with all
their senses. Hayley describes another. She explains that her decision to listen to
music is influenced by the novelty of the environment. A new environment needs
to be experienced and actively studied, while a familiar environment is navigated
with the help of music.

If I've been to the same place like many times and | listen to music, it will
make it different depending on what I'm listening to. But then if it's the first
time | go there, | want to experience it as it is and like the sea, the waves, the
wind, the people shouting. (Hayley, listener, 24 years old)

Here, Hayley describes what Urry (2002) calls the “tourist gaze”, which Bull (2012)
outlines as experiencing and actively studying, instead of merely navigating the
environment. Thus, Hayley wants to experience new surroundings with all their
facets, which includes sound, so she would not listen to music then (see also Leong
& Gram, 2011). In familiar surroundings, however, music would add variability to
the experience.

Another reason for not wanting to listen to music over headphones is when music
is already present in the environment, for example, buskers in the streets, as Koko
points out. If mobile music listeners like the music in their surroundings, then they
might want to listen to that instead. However, if it is disliked but played at a high
sound volume, then listeners might be prevented from focussing on their own
music, so they decide to turn it off. Apart from the statement below, Max also
explains that he prefers to listen to one piece of music at a time and not two
overlapping ones, which is why he chooses to listen to the music from his
surroundings if it is louder than his own music.

Sometimes | stop there, sometimes | film them [street musicians]. | like to
like there are some that are really actually good, quite good. (Koko, listener,
25 years old)

But if I'm walking through an environment where music is playing so loudly
that I can't listen to my own music, then | put my music off. (Max, listener,
42 years old)
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The insight that the volume of surrounding sounds influences the volume of the
mobile music or the decision to turn it off corresponds with findings by Kettel and
colleagues (2021), who discovered that people who are more sensitive to noise are
more likely to not listen to mobile music. In this study, this information was not
collected, but it might have added an explanation for the behaviour of some of the
non-listeners. Kettel and colleagues (2021) note that listening to music can help
individuals cope with annoying sounds, but only to a certain extent. If the noise is
too loud, this would necessitate listening to music at a high volume as well, which
would be counterproductive for individuals who are sensitive to noise. Here, this
was confirmed by someone who probably is not sensitive to noise, given his
frequent use of headphones to listen to music. Thus, the findings add the insight
that even someone who is not sensitive to noise might turn off their music if the
surrounding sounds are too loud.

Additionally, the nature of the surrounding sounds impacts the behaviour of the
listeners. If the sounds are perceived as pleasurable, then listening to one’s own
music might not be a priority. Conversely, if the ambient noise is perceived as
annoying, then the listeners might prefer their own music. Music in the
environment, it seems, is also more likely to interfere with one’s own music than
noise, for example.

DISCOMFORT

Apart from disliking the feeling of detachment from the surroundings when
listening to mobile music, some non-listeners did not like the technology itself.
Isabel, for example, stated that her earphones did not fit properly which distracted
her from the activity she wanted to carry out while listening to music.

And when | thought about running and listening to music myself at the same
time, | found it very difficult. Because | used to lose my headphones all the
time. They weren't very good, you know. | was so frustrated. (Isabel, non-
listener, 40 years old)

Michael, a listener, on the other hand, dislikes earphones (that go into the ear) and
thus bought headphones (that cover the ear). These, however, make him feel
conspicuous, which is why he only uses them on the train occasionally. During the
shadowing session, he was pleased that it was raining and he could wear a hood, so
his headphones were not visible.

[...] with this phone | got some earphones that go right in your ear and I find
it uncomfortable. So the earphones that | do have are quite big and | feel quite
conscious about wearing them around. So just more about being embarrassed
perhaps. (Michael, listener, 41 years old)

Another source of discomfort while listening to mobile music is heat. Jonathan, for
instance, comes from a country with hot summers where wearing headphones can
be very uncomfortable in the heat, which prevented him from using them at this
time of year.

But maybe not in the summer, because the headphones were just too hot.
Burned my ears and it's not a good feeling. (Jonathan, listener, 32 years old)

There are many different kinds of head- and earphones available nowadays, and |
argue that if someone really wants to listen to music, they might be able to find the
technology that would suit them best. It might, however, need some trial and error
and thus depends on the priority of mobile music listening for an individual. Thus,
if mobile music listening is not crucial for someone and their headphones or device
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do not fit or suit, then this might be one reason why someone would not listen to
mobile music in certain situations, as often, or at all.

SIMULTANEOUS ACTIVITY

Both listeners and non-listeners turn off their music if music listening would
interfere with their simultaneous activity. One of these activities is thinking. If he
really needs to think about something, then music would distract him and, therefore,
Jonathan would rather turn it off.

Maybe if I'm worried, | have to think about something, | decide not to listen
to music. (Jonathan, listener, 32 years old)

Isabel, on the other hand, made a conscious decision to stop listening to mobile
music because it took away time that she needed to think and study. She finds that
she cannot listen to music and concentrate on something else as well and since she
started studying, she decided to focus on this instead of the music.

| used to love music, I mean listening to music, but since | went to study more,
| need to pay attention to study. So | had to give up something. And that was
the first thing I gave up. (Isabel, non-listener, 40 years old)

Shopping is another of the activities that might prevent music listening. On the one
hand, if mobile music listeners go grocery shopping and do not have to think about
what they are buying, then music can be listened to simultaneously. In that case,
some of the listeners would also choose the self-checkout, so they would not have
to stop their listening to interact with the cashier. If they have to think about their
choices when shopping, however, they might decide not to listen to music. There
are some situations when shopping would actively prevent music listening, though.
Annabel, for instance, describes going clothes shopping, for which it is often
necessary to try them on first. Changing clothes, however, without interrupting the
listening experience can be challenging, especially if the headphones are quite big
or not wireless. Clothes shopping would therefore be an activity where the portable
listening device is turned off occasionally.

And in H&M I think, so when you're changing, you can't have your earphones
in. (Annabel, listener, 28 years old)

There is a range of activities that seem to be improved through accompanying
music, for instance, doing chores or running (Sloboda et al., 2009), but the results
here also show that the opposite can be the case. This means that not only does the
music need to fit an activity, but the activity has to lend itself to music listening —
either because of the situation itself or because of the possibility of wearing
headphones. Moreover, as Jonathan and Isabel point out, there might be situations
in which the activity is more enjoyable or achievable without music, in which case
listening to music would be distracting.

One important simultaneous activity is navigating through traffic, particularly on a
bicycle. The safety of mobile device users in traffic is a major concern for all the
interviewed non-listeners. This is especially valid for cycling while listening to
music, which is seen as very dangerous by all of the interviewees. While some of
the non-listening participants state that it would depend on how loud the music was
played or whether both earphones were used or only one, the general consensus is
that it is not a good idea to participate in traffic while using portable listening
devices.

| don't have a helmet, but lots of people have a helmet, and they also have
headphones. I'm like — come on, you're kind of losing the .. if you're wearing

Music and Arts in Action 9 (2) 2025 | ISSN: 1754-7105 | Page 12
http://musicandartsinaction.net/index.php/maia/article/view/iwasntpartoftheworld



Music and Arts in Action | Volume 9| Issue 2 | 2025

a helmet to be safe, then maybe the headphones aren't a good idea. (Steven,
non-listener, 29 years old)

The opinions of the listeners on this topic are more mixed. There are some
participants who cycled with music and tried to mitigate the risk by displaying more
cautious behaviour or relying on luck. Others, such as Jonathan, decided not to
listen to music while cycling for safety reasons.

I don't listen to music when | when | cycle, because I think it's too dangerous.
(Jonathan, listener, 32 years old)

Both the listeners and the non-listeners were aware of the potential safety hazard
mobile music listening could turn out to be. Mobile music listening might not
always be dangerous (Walker et al., 2012), but all the participants implicitly or
explicitly agree with Lichenstein and colleagues (2012), that listening to something
through headphones can mask potentially important sounds from the environment
and therefore pose a danger to the listener. The listeners’ reaction to this can vary,
but one reaction pointed out here and also described by Goldenbeld and colleagues
(2012) is to turn off the portable listening device.

REASONS SPECIFIC TO LISTENERS OR NON-LISTENERS

Apart from the motives mentioned above, there are also reasons for not listening to
mobile music that are specific to either listeners or non-listeners. The listeners, for
instance, report that they reach a point when they are no longer interested in
listening to music. They feel that they have had enough, their ears are ringing and
that it is time to stop. In the words of Annabel and Hayley below, music is then
experienced as pollution, as additional information that needs to be processed.

Sometimes it's quite nice to actually not listen to anything. '‘Cause we have so
much information in our society. (Annabel, listener, 28 years old)

'Cause | think sometimes music can be a pollution as well. It could kind of
take away from the experience, rather than giving it an extra thing. (Hayley,
listener, 24 years old)

Interestingly, these statements reveal the opposite of Bull's (2014, p. 104) idea, that
mobile music listening is always experienced as pleasurable. Information overload
affects the efficiency of an individual and hinders them from using the available
information to its full potential (Bawden et al., 1999). A study by Schroder et al.
(1967 cf. Schick et al., 1990) found an inverted u-shaped connection between
information processing abilities and environmental complexity. The former
increase with the latter until a certain point is reached, which is different for every
person. After that, information processing abilities decrease with increasing
environmental complexity. Listening to mobile music is one way to overcome
information overload (Bull, 2006b), although, as described by Annabel above, it
can also be information itself. Nevertheless, Annabel (and other participants) also
listen to music to tune out their environment to overcome information overload, so
whether music helps against information influx or is experienced as pollution seems
to depend on the listener and the situation. DeNora (2000), for instance, found that
older women perceive music in shops as pollution and argues that this might be
because these women are used to listening to music as the main activity rather than
having music in the background. Thus, previous experiences with music seem to
influence current perceptions of music in different situations as well.

When asked why they stopped listening to mobile music, some of the non-listening
respondents had difficulties explaining it. They said that they gradually fell out of
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the habit and could not pinpoint a specific decision. Steven, for instance, forgot his
device and found out that he could manage without it and then never thought to use
it again, while mobile music listening was not important for Paula and when she
forgot to charge her device it meant that she stopped listening to mobile music
altogether.

So it wasn't a conscious decision, | think. I think I just suddenly maybe forgot
to take it to work one day so I cycled without it and then the next day I thought
- oh, I don't need that. | don't need that. And then eventually [...] when | moved
house it went - it's [the MP3-player] around somewhere, but | never really
searched for it or anything like that. But there was nothing particularly that
made me stop. (Steven, non-listener, 29 years old)

E: And do you remember why you stopped?

P: Probably because my device ran out of battery and then I never got round
to charging it, like it's just it's not something | really think to do. (Paula, non-
listener, 28 years old)

Again, it is noticeable that the presence of mobile music listening depends on the
priority of this activity for a person. With both Paula and Steven — and other non-
listeners — this might have changed over time and is no longer as necessary or
preferable to them as it once was. Therefore, even if someone listens to mobile
music now, this does not mean that they will always prefer to do so.

CONCLUSION

In this study of mobile music listeners and individuals who do not use portable
listening devices, several themes emerged in answer to the question of why both of
these groups sometimes turn off their devices or never use them in the first place.
The themes explored were situations in which a person wants to relate to other
people, relate to their surroundings, experiences discomfort with regard to their
headphones, simultaneous activities that interfere with mobile music listening, as
well as information overload or the priority having changed over time.

In summary, the two studies reported here have found a range of reasons relating to
the listener and their preferences, as well as the context — including surrounding
people. If it does not fit, then music is often not listened to. Furthermore, the studies
also discovered that none of the listeners would always listen to music, while some
of the non-listeners had previously used their portable listening devices. Overall,
individuals have valid and considered reasons for listening to music as well as not
listening to music, and it is important to consider this when researching mobile
music listening, as these reasons might be different for each person and depend on
the circumstances as well.

REFERENCES

Anderson, Z., & Jones, M. D. (2023). Experience shaping, social cues and safety:
headphone use and non-use while hiking in the United States. International Journal of
Human—Computer Interaction, 1-12. https://doi.org/10.1080/10447318.2023.2247616

Argalasova, L., Filova, A., Hirosova, K., Vondrova, D., Samohyl, M., Sevcikova, L.,
Jurkovicova, J., Melcer, J., & Kotrasova, K. (2017). Noise annoyance from different
sources in young adults. MATEC Web of Conferences, 107(7), 70.

Bawden, D., Holtham, C., & Courtney, N. (1999). Perspectives on information overload.
Aslib Proceedings, 51(8), 249-255.

Beer, D. (2012). Bodies in Musical Bubbles. http://www.berfrois.com/2012/07/david-beer-
thats-the-power/

Bergh, A., DeNora, T., & Bergh, M. (2014). Forever and ever: Mobile music in the life of

Music and Arts in Action 9 (2) 2025 | ISSN: 1754-7105 | Page 14
http://musicandartsinaction.net/index.php/maia/article/view/iwasntpartoftheworld


https://doi.org/10.1080/10447318.2023.2247616

Music and Arts in Action | Volume 9| Issue 2 | 2025

young teens. In J. Stanyek & S. Gopinath (Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Mobile
Music Studies, Volume 1 (pp. 317-334). OUP.

Bickford, T. (2014). Earbuds are good for sharing: Children’s headphones as social media
at a Vermont school. In J. Stanyek & S. Gopinath (Eds), The Oxford Handbook of
Mobile Music Studies, Volume 1 (pp. 335—-355). OUP.

Bull, M. (2004). Thinking about Sound, Proximity, and Distance in Western Experience:
The Case of Odysseus’s Walkman. In V. Erlmann (Ed.), Wenner-Gren international
symposium series. Hearing cultures: Essays on sound, listening, and modernity
(English ed., pp. 173-190). Berg.

Bull, M. (2005). No Dead Air! The iPod and the culture of mobile listening. Leisure
Studies, 24(4), 343-355. https://doi.org/10.1080/0261436052000330447

Bull, M. (2006a). Auditory. In C. A. Jones (Ed.), Sensorium: Embodied Experience,
Technology and Contemporary Art (pp. 112—-114). MIT Press.

Bull, M. (2006b). Investigating the culture of mobile listening: From walkman to ipod. In K.
O’Hara & B. Brown (Eds.), Consuming music together: Social and collaborative
aspects of music consumption technologies (pp. 131-149). Springer.

Bull, M. (2006c¢). iPod. In C. A. Jones (Ed.), Sensorium: Embodied Experience,
Technology and Contemporary Art (pp. 156—-158). MIT Press.

Bull, M. (2007). Sound Moves. iPod Culture and Urban Experience. Routledge.

Bull, M. (2012). The audio-visual iPod. In J. Sterne (Ed.), The sound studies reader (pp.
198-208). Routledge.

Bull, M. (2014). iPod use, mediation, and the privatization in the age of mechanical
reproduction. In J. Stanyek & S. Gopinath (Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Mobile
Music Studies, Volume 1 (pp. 103-117). OUP.

Chen, S.-L. S. (1998). Electronic narcissism: College students’ experiences of walkman
listening. Qualitative Sociology, 21(3), 255-276.
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1022142519564

DeNora, T. (2000). Music in Everyday Life. Cambridge University Press.

Dibben, N., & Haake, A. B. (2013). Music and the construction of space in office-based
work settings. In G. Born (Ed.), Music, Sound and Space: Transformations of Public
and Private Experience (pp. 151-168). Cambridge University Press.

Dockrill, P. (2017). It's Official: The MP3 is dead, after even its creators abandon it.
Science Alert. https://www.sciencealert.com/the-mp3-is-officially-dead-after-its-
creators-abandoned-it

Garner, B. R. (2012). iPod use and the perception of social introversion. Leisure Studies,
33(1), 22—31. https://doi.org/10.1080/02614367.2012.699976

Gergen, K. J. (2002). The challenge of absent presence. In J. Katz & M. Aakhus (Eds.),
Perpetual Contact: Mobile Communication, Private Talk, Public Performance (pp.
227-241). Cambridge University Press.

Goldenbeld, C., Houtenbos, M., Ehlers, E., & Waard, D. d. (2012). The use and risk of
portable electronic devices while cycling among different age groups. Journal of
Safety Research, 43(1), 1-8.

Goltz, F., & Sadakata, M. (2021). Do you listen to music while studying? A portrait of how
people use music to optimize their cognitive performance. Acta Psychologica, 220,
103417. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actpsy.2021.103417

Gopinath, S., & Stanyek, J. (2013). Tuning the human race: athletic capitalism and the
Nike+ Sport Kit. In G. Born (Ed.), Music, Sound and Space: Transformations of Public
and Private Experience (pp. 128-150). Cambridge University Press.

Gransow, V. (1985). Der autistische Walkman: Elektronik, Offentlichkeit und Privatheit.
Verlag Die Arbeitswelt.

Greasley, A., Crook, H., & Fulford, R. (2020). Music listening and hearing aids:
Perspectives from audiologists and their patients. International Journal of Audiology,
59(9), 694-706. https://doi.org/10.1080/14992027.2020.1762126

Heye, A., & Lamont, A. (2010). Mobile listening situations in everyday life: The use of
MP3 players while travelling. Musicae Scientiae, 14(1), 95-120.
https://doi.org/10.1177/102986491001400104

Hodgetts, W., Szarko, R., & Rieger, J. (2009). What is the influence of background noise
and exercise on the listening levels of iPod users? International Journal of Audiology,
48(12), 825-832. https://doi.org/10.3109/14992020903082104

Hosokawa, S. (1984). The walkman effect. Popular Music, 4, 165-180.
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261143000006218

Kettel, J., Kuch, M., & Wdllner, C. (2021). Larmempfindlichkeit und mobiles Musikhéren

Music and Arts in Action 9 (2) 2025 | ISSN: 1754-7105 | Page 15
http://musicandartsinaction.net/index.php/maia/article/view/iwasntpartoftheworld


https://doi.org/10.1080/0261436052000330447
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1022142519564
https://www.sciencealert.com/the-mp3-is-officially-dead-after-its-creators-abandoned-it
https://www.sciencealert.com/the-mp3-is-officially-dead-after-its-creators-abandoned-it
https://doi.org/10.1080/02614367.2012.699976
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.actpsy.2021.103417
https://doi.org/10.1080/14992027.2020.1762126
https://doi.org/10.1177/102986491001400104
https://doi.org/10.3109/14992020903082104
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261143000006218

Music and Arts in Action | Volume 9| Issue 2 | 2025

im urbanen Umfeld. Jahrbuch Musikpsychologie, 30, Article e99.
https://doi.org/10.5964/jbdgm.99

Kiss, L., & Linnell, K. J. (2023). Making sense of background music listening habits: An
arousal and task-complexity account. Psychology of Music, 51(1), 89—-106.
https://doi.org/10.1177/03057356221089017

Kline, R. (2005). Resisting consumer technology in rural America: The telephone and
electrification. In T. Pinch & N. Oudshoorn (Eds.), Inside technology. How users
matter: The co-construction of users and technologies (pp. 51-66). MIT Press.

Krause, A. E., North, A. C., & Hewitt, L. Y. (2015). Music-listening in everyday life:
Devices and choice. Psychology of Music, 43(2), 155-170.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735613496860

Kuch, M., & Wéllner, C. (2021). On the Move: Principal Components of the Functions and
Experiences of Mobile Music Listening. Music & Science, 4, 205920432110328.
https://doi.org/10.1177/20592043211032852

Laegran, A. S. (2005). Escape vehicles? The Internet and the automobile in a local-global
intersection. In T. Pinch & N. Oudshoorn (Eds.), Inside technology. How users matter:
The co-construction of users and technologies (pp. 81-100). MIT Press.

Laumer, S., & Eckhardt, A. (2012). Why Do People Reject Technologies: A Review of
User Resistance Theories. In Y. K. Dwivedi, M. R. Wade, & S. L. Schneberger (Eds.),
Integrated Series in Information Systems. Information Systems Theory (Vol. 28, pp.
63-86). Springer New York.

Leong, T. W., & Gram, N. (2011). The creative iPod listener. In ISEA2011 & ISEA
International (Chairs), ISEA2011, the 17th International Symposium on Electronic Art,
Istanbul.

Lepa, S., & Hoklas, A.-K. (2015). How do people really listen to music today?
Conventionalities and major turnovers in German audio repertoires. Information,
Communication & Society, 18(10), 1253-1268.

Levey, S., Levey, T., & Fligor, B. J. (2011). Noise Exposure Estimates of Urban MP3
Player Users. Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research, 54(1), 263-277.
https://doi.org/10.1044/1092-4388(2010/09-0283)

Lichenstein, R., Smith, D. C., Ambrose, J. L., & Moody, L. A. (2012). Headphone use and
pedestrian injury and death in the United States: 2004—2011. Injury Prevention, (18),
287-290.

Mas-Herrero, E., Marco-Pallarés, J., Lorenzo-Seva, U., Zatorre, R. J., & Rodriguez-
Fornells, A. (2012). Individual Differences in Music Reward Experiences. Music
Perception: An Interdisciplinary Journal, 31(2), 118-138.

Mas-Herrero, E., Zatorre, R. J., Rodriguez-Fornells, A., & Marco-Pallarés, J. (2014).
Dissociation between Musical and Monetary Reward Responses in Specific Musical
Anhedonia. Current Biology, 24(6), 699—70.

Maslen, S. (2022). “You have got such a beautiful symphony in front of you!” Use and
resistance to mobile music devices among adventurers. Poetics, 92, 101640.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2021.101640

O’Neill, B. (July 2004). Listening Spaces: audophiles, technology and domestic music
listening’. Sounding Out 2 - An International Symposium on Sound in the Media.

Prior, N. (2014). The plural iPod: A study of technology in action. Poetics, 42, 22—-39.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2013.11.001

Richmond, W. (2006). The internal retreat from shared public space. Communication
Arts, 48(7), 200-202. www.commarts.com/column/internal-retreat-shared-public-
space

Sambasivan, N., Venta, L., Mantyjarvi, J., Isomursu, M., & Hakkil&, J. (2009). Rhythms of
non-use of device ensembles. In CHI EA ‘09: CHI ‘09 Extended Abstracts on Human
Factors in Computing Systems (pp. 4531-4536). Association for Computing
Machinery.

Schick, A. G., Gordon, L. A., & Haka, S. (1990). Information overload: A temporal
approach. Accounting, Organizations and Society, 15(3), 199-220.

Schoénhammer, R. (1988). Der Walkman: Eine ph&dnomenologische Untersuchung.
Kirchheim.

Schoénhammer, R. (1989). The Walkman and the Primary World of the Senses.
Phenomenology + Pedagogy, 7, 127-144. https://doi.org/10.29173/pandp15091

Schurig, E. (2019). Two sides of the same coin: Opinions and choices of users and non-
users related to mobile music listening [Doctoral thesis]. University of Exeter, Exeter.
https://encore.exeter.ac.uk/ii/encore/record/C___Rx1045484

Music and Arts in Action 9 (2) 2025 | ISSN: 1754-7105 | Page 16
http://musicandartsinaction.net/index.php/maia/article/view/iwasntpartoftheworld


https://doi.org/10.5964/jbdgm.99
https://doi.org/10.1177/03057356221089017
https://doi.org/10.1177/0305735613496860
https://doi.org/10.1177/20592043211032852
https://doi.org/10.1044/1092-4388(2010/09-0283)
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2021.101640
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2013.11.001
http://www.commarts.com/column/internal-retreat-shared-public-space
http://www.commarts.com/column/internal-retreat-shared-public-space
https://doi.org/10.29173/pandp15091
https://encore.exeter.ac.uk/iii/encore/record/C__Rx1045484

Music and Arts in Action | Volume 9| Issue 2 | 2025

Schwebel, D. C., Stavrinos, D., Byington, K. W., Davis, T., O’Neal, E. E., & de Jong, D.
(2012). Distraction and pedestrian safety: How talking on the phone, texting, and
listening to music impact crossing the street. Accident Analysis & Prevention, (45),
266-271.

Selwyn, N. (2006). Digital division or digital decision? A study of non-users and low-users
of computers. Poetics, 34(4-5), 273-292. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2006.05.003

Simun, M. (2009). My music, my world: using the MP3 player to shape experience in
London. New Media & Society, 11(6), 921-941.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444809336512

Skéanland, M. S. (2011). Use of MP3-Players as a coping resource. Music and Arts in
Action, 3(2), 15-33.

Skanland, M. S. (2013). Everyday music listening and affect regulation: The role of MP3
players. International Journal of Qualitative Studies on Health and Well-Being, (8), 1-
10.

Sloboda, J., Lamont, A., & Greasley, A. E. (2009). Choosing to hear music: motivation,
process and effect. In S. Hallam, I. Cross, & M. Thaut (Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of
Music Psychology (pp. 711-724). Oxford University Press.

Sony. (1999). Sony Celebrates Walkman® 20th Anniversary.
https://www.sony.net/Sonylnfo/News/Press Archive/199907/99-059/

Stewart, J. (2002). Encounters with the Information Society: Personal and social issues in
the appropriation of new media products in everyday life: adoption, non-adoption, and
the role of the informal economy and local experts [PhD thesis]. University of
Edinburgh, Edinburgh.

Urry, J. (2002). The Tourist Gaze (Second Edition). Sage.

Vollbrecht, R. (1989). Der Walkman und das Ende der Aufklarung. In D. Baacke, E.
Gottwald, R. Hibbeln, & J. Lauffer (Eds.), Alte Gesellschaft — Neue Medien (pp. 101—
110). VS Verlag fur Sozialwissenschaften. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-322-92650-
0.9

Waard, D. d., Edlinger, K., & Brookhuis, K. (2011). Effects of listening to music, and of
using a handheld and handsfree telephone on cycling behaviour. Transportation
Research Part F: Traffic Psychology and Behaviour, 14(6), 626—637.

Walker, E. J., Lanthier, S. N., Risko, E. F., & Kingstone, A. (2012). The effects of personal
music devices on pedestrian behaviour. Safety Science, 50(1), 123-128.

Weber, H. (2009). Taking your favourite sound along: Portable audio technologies for
mobile music listening. In K. Bijsterveld & J. van Dijck (Eds.), Transformations in art
and culture. Sound souvenirs: audio technologies, memory and cultural practice (pp.
69-82). Amsterdam University Press.

Wyatt, S. (2005). Non-users also matter: the construction of users and non-users of the
Internet. In T. Pinch & N. Oudshoorn (Eds.), Inside technology. How users matter: The
co-construction of users and technologies (pp. 67—79). MIT Press.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Eva Schurig is a postdoctoral research assistant at the Carl von Ossietzky
Universitat Oldenburg. Her experiences cover qualitative as well as quantitative
research in areas such as mobile music listening, musical activities of young people
or hearing health. She is part of the editorial board of the Yearbook of Music
Psychology

This article is published in Open Access and licensed under a Creative Commons CC BY-NC-
ND 4.0 licence — full information at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

HED) &v-ric-tio |

Music and Arts in Action 9 (2) 2025 | ISSN: 1754-7105 | Page 17
http://musicandartsinaction.net/index.php/maia/article/view/iwasntpartoftheworld


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2006.05.003
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444809336512
https://www.sony.net/SonyInfo/News/Press_Archive/199907/99-059/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-322-92650-0_9
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-322-92650-0_9
http://musicandartsinaction.net/info/authors_howto.pdf
http://musicandartsinaction.net/info/authors_howto.pdf
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

