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It’s All About the Music: An Odyssey into Exercise Hedonics

Music is an artistic pursuit that is celebrated for its ubiquity and antiquity. Neuropsychologists argue that the
human race is ‘hardwired’ for music (e.g., Levitin, 2007), therefore it is unsurprising how music applications
have come to infuse the realm of exercise and physical activity. From the park jogger equipped with
ergonomically designed headphones, to entire group-exercise formats such as Aquagym or Zumba, music
appears to have been seminal in encouraging people to be more active; particularly so in postindustrial
societies. This keynote address will adopt a slightly traveloguesque quality—hence the titular “Odyssey”—
given that the presenter has been researching and practicing in the music—exercise nexus over several
decades. The structured and systematic use of music will be explored through the lens of exercise hedonics.
The notion of hedonics is important in exercise science given how a focus on positive in-the-moment
feelings has the potential to promote exercise adherence (Ekkekakis et al., 2020). This is not to detract from
the cognitivist approaches that have defined the subfield of exercise psychology, but rather an adjunct
approach that can, potentially, serve to strengthen our scientific offering among the wider public. A
theoretical framework will be presented that will function as a lodestar for a series of recent empirical
studies and music-related applications. The neurophysiological mechanisms that underlie the effects of
music will also be explored. In recent years, the use of neuroimaging methods such as
electroencephalography (EEG), functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), and functional near-infrared
spectroscopy (fNIRS) have afforded scientists an “‘under-the-bonnet’ perspective of how music can influence
the human psyche during exercise (e.g., Wang et al., 2025). A structure that will pervade the address
concerns the three main ways in which music can be applied: pre-task, in-task, and post-task. Music’s
‘efficacy zone’ with reference to exercise intensity will be explored, as well as some of its key psychological
benefits (e.g., enhancement of affective valence and exercise enjoyment). Delegates will be able to gauge
how they could go about making more effective use of music for their own exercise/training, and how it
might be applied in group settings to bolster motivation and esprit de corps. The address is oriented
primarily toward those with an academic or practical interest in exercise and physical activity, however

many of the principles can be applied to sporting endeavors with similar effect.
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