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Summary 

The aim of this paper is to give a short overview of some available studies about music information 

seeking and to present the research that identified music information seeking behaviour among 

university students. Quantitative methodology was used in the research. An online questionnaire was 

completed by the students from the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences at the University of 

Osijek (Croatia). The results of the research show that the majority of the respondents search for 

music information on the Internet (99.2%), and that they listen to music on smartphones (97.5%) or 

computers (90.8%), using the YouTube application (98.3%) several times per day (81.7%) on 

average. Most of the students possess their own personal music collection (72.5%). More than one-

half of the respondents search for music by the performers (65%) or titles (63.33%) and prefer rock 

(60.8%) and pop (55%) music genres. Students indicate that the main reasons for listening to music 

are entertainment (93.3%) and decreasing boredom or loneliness (78.3%).  
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Introduction 
Since the beginning of the 21st century, many user studies have been conducted about music 

information needs, as well as the seeking, searching, browsing and retrieval of music information (for 

example Lee, Downie, 2004; Weigl, Guastavino, 2011; Hu, Kando, 2017), as well as storage or 

organization of music collections and music sharing over social media (such as Brinegar, Capra, 

2011; Liikkanen, Salovaara, 2015; Lee, Cho, Kim, 2016). Although models of information behaviour 

are not mentioned in these studies since they are not directly related to the music information seeking, 

some general models, such as Wilson’s models from 1981 and 1997 and Krikelas’s (1983) model, can 

contribute to understanding of the context in which users are searching for music (for example, their 

motivation or factors for music information needs).  

In this paper, authors will present some available studies on music information searching, as well as 

the research in which they have explored music information seeking behaviour of the students at the 

Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences from the University of Osijek (Croatia). This study is rare 

in that the participants consist exclusively of university students. 

 

Literature review 
There are many studies in which authors examined music information seeking. Lee and Cunningham 

(2013) analysed the content of 198 user studies and found that in the majority of these studies, authors 

used various methods (qualitative and quantitative) on a smaller number of participants (in 45% of the 

studies from their sample, there were twenty people or fewer). For example, Lee and Downie (2004), 
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in their online survey, revealed that the music information seeking of respondents was affected by 

recommendations or reviews from other people. 

Some authors emphasized a user-centred approach for improving music information retrieval (MIR) 

systems in terms of recommendation tools or visualization interfaces and organization of collection 

(Schedl, Hauger, 2015; Lee, Price, 2016). Hu and Kando (2017) conducted an experiment on 51 

participants who were engaged in MIR. According to their results, task complexity, user background, 

system affordances, task uncertainty and enjoyability were factors that led to difficulties in music 

searching. Therefore, these authors concluded these elements should be considered in designing better 

MIR systems. Moreover, Huron (2000), Dannenberg (2001) and Hofmann-Engl (2001) discussed 

some music perception models regarding MIR system design, while Schedl, Hauger and Schnitzer 

(2012) and Zhang et al. (2012) proposed models of serendipity in music retrieval systems. 

Other authors were interested in music collections that users own and listen to when studying the 

process of their music information seeking behaviour. In the study conducted by Cunningham, Reeves 

and Britland (2003), results showed that the respondents were searching for and browsing popular 

music in physical collections at record stores or public libraries more than on the Internet. According 

to the research conducted by Brinegar and Capra (2011) among 184 music users, most of the 

respondents (75%) possess their digital music collection, but they also frequently transfer their music 

on external hard drives or optical mediums. Lee, Cho and Kim (2016), in their larger quantitative 

survey, revealed that 76.3% of the respondents owned a digital music collection, while 49.0% had a 

physical music collection organized mostly by artist (35.8% physical vs. 59.8% digital). 76.5% of 

respondents organized their collection using some music management software. Lee, Cho and Kim 

(2016) also discovered that more than half of respondents (74.5% from 2004 and 66.5% from 2012 

survey) were avid listeners of music, while around one-third of them were casual listeners (21.3% in 

2004 and 35.5% in 2012). The respondents reported that their preferred music genres were rock 

(18.0% in 2004), alternative (12.6% in 2004 and 36.2% from 2012) and blues (19.6% in 2012). Most 

of the respondents indicated that they listened to music on computers (98%); for entertainment (94.8% 

in 2004, 98.4% in 2012); to build their collection (89% in 2004, 85.4% in 2012); to search for online 

music multimedia (95.1%); to search the title of the works (91.1% in 2004, 92.1% in 2012); to find 

artist information (76.8% in 2004, 82.7% in 2012); to stream music or online radio (77.6% in 2004, 

96.6% in 2012); to read any kind of music information (86.3% in 2004, 90.0% in 2012); to purchase 

and download music files (83.1% in 2012); and to visit online music stores (82.8% in 2012). The 

majority of the respondents (80.9% from the first survey and 82.8% from the second survey) 

consulted family or friends when they searched for music information. Bahanovich and Collopy 

(2009), in their large quantitative study, also revealed that respondents mostly listened to music on 

their computers every day (68%) for the purpose of entertainment. 

Many authors found that people use music streaming services such as YouTube, Spotify or Pandora to 

listen to and share music online (Swanson, 2013; Cesareo, Pastore, 2014; Nguyen, Dejean, Moreau, 

2014; Richardson, 2014; Hagen, 2015; Liikkanen, Salovaara, 2015). For instance, Liikkanen and 

Salovaara (2015) discovered that queries in YouTube searches were mostly related to music and that 

people often posted comments, voted or shared music. Lee, Cho and Kim (2016) found that 82.2% of 

the respondents searched for music they heard on streaming services, while 21.1% of the respondents 

used music-related apps (such as Pandora or Spotify) almost every day (13.2%), or a few times per 

week (7.9%). Lee et al. (2017), in their interviews (of 20 adults and 20 teen users), investigated music 

information behaviour in cloud-based systems and revealed that the most popular cloud services 

among respondents were Google Play Music, Apple iCloud, Amazon Cloud, Google Drive and 

Dropbox, which they mostly used for listening to their collections. Furthermore, participants also used 

streaming sites such as Spotify, Pandora and YouTube for discovering and listening to music for 

different purposes. 

 

Research methodology 
This study used quantitative methodology. A survey in the form of an online questionnaire was 

conducted in December 2018 at the Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences (University of Osijek, 

Croatia). A total of 120 undergraduate and graduate students participated in the study. The research 

questions were: 
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 What kind of music do students search for and listen to in order to fulfil their information 

needs? 

 What devices and applications do students use for listening to and organizing music? 

 How do students search for and find music information online? 

The questionnaire was made in Google Forms, posted on Facebook and sent to some participants’ e-

mail addresses through a Moodle online learning system. It was anonymous and consisted of sixteen 

mostly closed-ended questions, but the respondents also had the possibility to provide their own 

answers. The survey collected demographic data about respondents; their music preferences; devices 

and applications on which they listen to music; their personal music collections; frequency of 

listening to music; criteria for music searching; reasons for listening to music; and attitudes about 

music information. 

 

Findings and discussion 
More female (71.7%) than male students (28.3%) participated in the research. The majority of the 

respondents were 19 and 21 years old (20.8%), followed by students at the age of 22 (16.7%), 20 

years old (12.5%), 23 years old (10%) and 18 years old (8.3%). Students between 25 and 29 years old 

were represented the least (2.5%). Less than one-half of the respondents were students of library and 

information science (47.5%); students of English language and literature (20.8%); students of 

Croatian language and literature (19.2%); students of history (17.5%); students of education (11.7%); 

and students of psychology (10%). 

Regarding the sources of music information, as expected, most of the respondents indicated that they 

search for music information on the Internet (99.2%), which is in line with the results that Lee, Cho 

and Kim (2016) obtained and contrary to the findings of the study conducted by Cunningham, Reeves 

and Britland (2003). Around one-half of the students search for information about music from friends 

or colleagues (59.2%), while a small number of them look for this information in journals and 

magazines (10%), books (9.2%) or in libraries (1.7%). It can be observed that music has a 

socialization aspect for the respondents. Results are shown in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. Sources of music information searching 
Information sources Percentage 

Internet 99.2% 

friends or colleagues 59.2% 

journals and magazines 10% 

books 9.2% 

libraries 1.7% 

 

In relation to music genres, more than one-half of the respondents stated that they listen to rock 

(60.8%) and pop (55%), while around one-third of the students prefer alternative (38.3%), hip hop or 

rap (31.7%), dance (30.8%) and old-time, R&B or soul (30%). This can be understood taking into 

account the presence of popular music throughout mass media. Around or less than one-quarter of the 

respondents are interested in classical music (27.5%); folk (25.8%); blues (22.5%); hard rock or heavy 

metal (20%); jazz (19.2%); reggae (17.5%); Latino (15%); or new age (14.2%). 8.8% of the 

respondents indicated that they listen to some other music types such as trash, techno, house, punk, 

experimental music and others, and surprisingly, 8.3% of the students prefer opera (Table 2). Similar 

results about music genres preferred by the respondents can be found in the research conducted by 

Lee, Cho and Kim (2016). 

 

Table 2. Preferred music genres 
Music genres Percentage 

rock  60.8% 

pop  55% 

alternative  38.3% 

hip hop or rap  31.7% 

dance  30.8% 

old-time, R&B or soul  30% 

classical music  27.5% 
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folk  25.8% 

blues  22.5% 

hard rock or heavy metal  20% 

jazz  19.2% 

reggae  17.5% 

Latino  15% 

new age  14.2% 

other 8.8% 

opera  8.3% 

 

When asked about devices on which students listen to music, the majority of them answered that they 

use smartphones (97.5%) and computers (90.8%). Similar findings were obtained by Bahanovich and 

Collopy (2009) in their study. Less than half of the respondents listen to music on the radio (46.7%), 

and an even smaller number uses tablets (6.7%), mp3s or iPods (4.2%) for listening to music. 

Interestingly, 1.6% of the students listen to music on gramophones (Table 3). As expected, most of 

the respondents use the YouTube platform (98.3%) for listening to music – probably because it is 

available for free. This was also confirmed in the study conducted by Liikkanen and Salovaara (2015). 

Less than one-quarter of the students use music applications such as Soundcloud (24.2%), Spotify 

(17.5%) and Deezer (9.2%). These results are also in line with those of Swanson (2013), Richardson 

(2014), Lee, Cho and Kim (2016), and Lee et al. (2017). 

 

Table 3. Devices for listening to music  
Devices Percentage 

smartphone 97.5% 

computer 90.8% 

radio  46.7% 

tablet  6.7% 

mp3 or iPod  4.2% 

gramophone 1.6% 

 

Further results showed that 72.5% of the respondents have their own personal music collection and 

27.5% of them do not possess one. Similar results are revealed in studies by Brinegar and Capra 

(2011) and Lee, Cho and Kim (2016). As can be seen from Table 4, students organize their music 

collections according to the following criteria: music artist (47.8%); frequency of listening to music 

(26.7%); album (23.3%); genres (21.1%); and domestic or foreign music (15.6%). Only 9.9% of the 

students organize their music collection in some other way (for example, according to year, playlist, 

personal mood, etc.). Most of the respondents indicated that they listen to music several times per day 

(81.7%), and a small number of them listen to music several times per week (17.5%) or several times 

per month (0.8%). It is obvious that students frequently listen to music, as also revealed by Lee, Cho 

and Kim (2016) in their study. 

 

Table 4. Organization of music collection 
Organization criteria Percentage 

music artist  47.8% 

frequency of listening to music  26.7% 

album  23.3% 

genres  21.1% 

domestic or foreign music  15.6% 

other 9.9% 

  

In the question about reasons for listening to music (Table 5), the majority of the respondents 

answered that they listen to music for fun and entertainment (93.3%) – which was also confirmed in 

the study conducted by Bahanovich and Collopy (2009) – as well as for decreasing boredom or 

loneliness (78.3%). Around one-half of the students listen to music when they want to pass the time 

while they wait for something (51.7%), or they use music as a background for exercise, such as 

running or other fitness activities (50.8%). A smaller amount (9%) of respondents listen to music for 

other reasons (for example, when they play games, as background noise or without a specific reason). 
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It can be concluded that students actually use music to relax themselves from their academic 

obligations. 

According to research results, 80% of the students do not know how to play a musical instrument and 

20% do know how to play a musical instrument (15.8% of the students play string instruments, 3.3% 

play drums and electronic instruments, and 1.6% play percussion). Similar findings are identified by 

Lee, Cho and Kim (2016). 

 

Table 5. Reasons for listening to music 
Reasons Percentage 

fun and entertainment  93.3% 

decreasing boredom or loneliness  78.3% 

to pass the time while waiting 51.7% 

background for exercise 50.8% 

other 9% 

 

In relation to probability of searching for songs or music information by different elements, more than 

one-half of the respondents reported that they would certainly search for music by title (63.3%) and 

by performers (65%); or, as expected, that they would never search for music by publisher (52.5%). 

More than one-third of the students would rarely search for music according to appearance of the song 

(39.1%), would probably search by popularity of the song (36.6%) and would never (37.5%) or rarely 

(35.8%) search by country. Less than one-third of the respondents would probably search for music 

by title (28.3%); rarely by publisher (30.8%); probably by performer; rarely by music popularity 

(29.1%); and probably (25.8%) or never (25%) by appearance of the song. These findings are 

somewhat different than those from the study by Lee, Cho and Kim (2016). Other results are provided 

in Table 6.  

 

Table 6. Probability of music searching by different elements  
Elements  Never Rarely Probably Certainly 

title 2.5% 5.8% 28.3% 63.3% 

publisher 52.5% 30.8% 10.8% 5.8% 

performer 2.5% 5.8% 29.1% 65% 

appearance of the song 25% 39.1% 25.8% 10% 

popularity 17.5% 29.1% 36.6% 16.6% 

country  37.5% 35.8% 18.3% 8.3% 

 

Regarding the frequency of music information searching over the past month, more than half of the 

students indicated that they have never searched for information about music publishers (67.5%). 

Around one-third of the respondents answered that they searched for song titles several times per 

month (33.3%) and song publication date once per month (30.8%), but, also, that they have never 

searched for information about music genres (30.8%), albums (37.5%), date of publishing (39.1%) or 

song remixes (38.3%). Around one-quarter of the students searched for the following information: 

song performers several times per month (27.5%) and once per month or several times per week 

(20.8%); song titles several times per week (21.6%); music genres once (25.8%) or several times per 

month (20.8%); album information several times per month (22.5%) and once per month (19.1%); 

song lyrics several times per month (26.6%), several times per week (23.3%) and once per week 

(19.16%); and music remixes once per month (25%) or several times per month (21.6%). Other 

results are presented in Table 7. 

 

Table 7. Frequency of music information searching 

Music information Never 

Once 

per 

month 

Several 

times 

per 

month 

Once 

per 

week 

Several 

times 

per 

week 

Every 

day 

song title 10.8% 10.8% 33.3% 15% 21.6% 8.3% 

song performer 10.8% 20.8% 27.5% 10.8% 20.8% 9.1% 

song publisher 67.5% 15.8% 10% 5.8% 2.5% 0.8% 

genres 30.8% 25.8% 20.8% 13.3% 6.6% 2.5% 
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album 37.5% 19.1% 22.5% 7.5% 10% 5.8% 

song lyrics 5% 10% 26.6% 19.1% 23.3% 15.8% 

song publication date 39.1% 30.8% 17.5% 6.6% 2.5% 5.8% 

song remixes 38.3% 25% 21.6% 8.3% 5% 1.6% 

 

In the final question, respondents assessed some statements on music information and sources on the 

scale of 1 to 5 (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). According to the results (presented in Table 

8), students mostly agreed with the statement that music information is easy available online (mean = 

4.6), and that they encounter music information mostly by accident from different sources (mean = 

4.5). Students agreed that they are very satisfied with the music information they find, and that they 

mainly use music information for fun and entertainment (mean = 4.1). The respondents agreed 

slightly less with the statement that they rarely find music information in print sources (mean = 3.3), 

and they agreed least with the statement that they need a lot of time to find music information that 

they are interested in (mean = 1.9). These results are in line with those previously obtained which are 

related to searching for music information. 

 

Table 8. Agreement to the statements on music information and sources 
Statements Mean 

Music information is easy available online 4.6 

I encounter music information mostly by accident in different sources  4.5 

I am very satisfied with the music information I find 4.1 

I mainly use music information for fun and entertainment 4.1 

I rarely find music information in print sources  3.3 

I need a lot of time to find music information I am interested in 1.9 

 

Conclusion 
The findings of this research show that music information seeking is an important part of students’ 

life activities. It is not surprising that the respondents often search for and find music information 

online, since music information is available (for free) through different applications. As expected, 

students mostly search for songs on smartphones by performers and titles for the purpose of 

entertainment. On the other hand, it is interesting that around 20% of the respondents look for music 

information in print sources (books, journals and libraries). 

This small and preliminary study is one of the first to deal with music information seeking behaviour 

among university students in Croatia. It could be seen as a starting point for further investigation, in 

which a larger number of the respondents from different scientific areas or ages could participate, 

taking into account some specific aspects of their music information behaviour (for example, a narrow 

context in which music is retrieved, user requirements of the music information systems, etc.). 

Moreover, this research can serve as a framework for future studies which could also explore, among 

many other subjects, the impact of user experience for improving the design of some music 

applications. It is also recommended to use qualitative methods in order to gain deeper insight into 

music information behaviour of the users. 
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