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Music is considered by many to be motivational in a variety of functions and settings. There is some evidence that listening to classical music and in particular, Mozart, can boost one’s creativity. A recent study of cardiac rehab patients indicates that music together with exercise actually increased their cognitive abilities. It’s no wonder that most exercise classes and exercise facilities in general are infused with music. However one can certainly argue that scientific testing on the effects of music during exercise, although promising, is in its early stages. In addition, the music that may be quite motivational to some people may drive others out of the room with hands cupped over their ears. Given the inexactitude of determining what type of music will please the tastes of any particular group of people, why then do exercise instructors persist in playing music during their classes? While I can’t speak to every instructor’s motivations, there are some practical functions of music during exercise that may provide a partial answer to that question.
Music is a “tool” that can serve an exercise instructor in the following ways:
1. The song selections become time keepers that signal the end of a routine and the start of a new one. This helps organize the basic structure of the class to ensure that all intended functions of the class have been carried out in the allotted time. 
2. The beat of the song is carefully selected to match the tempo or pace at which the exercises need to be accomplished both in terms of safety and effectiveness. ACSM (American College of Sports Medicine), AFAA (Aerobics & Fitness Association of America), and most other exercise certification organizations put out “recommendations” for the safe pace of certain types of exercise as well as in consideration of the experience and age of the participants. Though these are not strict requirements, they remain strongly suggested guidelines. One aid in adhering to that is provided by producers of “canned” or packaged aerobic music whom label their tapes and CD’s with exact beats per minute (BPM) and ensure consistency throughout. Aerobic music is written with 8 beats per measure and 4 measures per musical phrase with no uneven bridges or transitions to throw off the cadence of the exercise movements. In addition, each successive phrase is clearly distinct from the previous one. This information is used as a guide to calculating the proper number of movements within a musical phrase while serving as a queue to the instructor to change the movements. Thus the instructor who is trained to listen for the distinct change in musical phrasing will know how many repetitions of the exercise have been completed. That frees him/her up to vocalize instructions without having to concentrate on the count. However, the importance and need for exact consistency of tempo throughout the exercise CD explains why the aerobic versions of some popular songs sound differently from the original. 
3. Music also helps carry out the choreography of the exercise. Although “some” body part will usually move on every beat, the first and every subsequent odd beat in every measure (1,3,5,7) has a prominent down beat that the instructor will coordinate with the movement of a lead limb, usually the right foot in aerobic “dance” steps or the right arm in upper body conditioning. Note: if the instructor is facing the class, he/she can optionally use a technique called mirroring where he/she will lead with the opposite limb from the class to provide same-side visual queues.
4. The type of music selected can set the mood of the class or separate certain sections of the class. For example, gay, higher tempo music for the aerobic dance section and soothing, low tempo music for stretching or meditation. 
5. Music can send psychological queues that prepare you for the exercise. The same way some people may salivate when they hear the call for dinner, the sound of familiar exercise music can prep one’s mind and body for exercise. In this way, music can be motivational just by sheer habit, even if the music selected is not particularly pleasing to one’s ears. It may sound a bit Pavlovian, but it seems to be the way most humans are wired.
6. There is one more reason based on the personal taste of the instructor that becomes in effect a practical reason for using music in exercise classes. If the instructor is motivated by the music she/he has selected, that enthusiasm will most likely result in a better presentation. 
Special note:

There are also unique circumstances to consider in regards to the type and or volume of music selected. Exercise classes that contain participants that have hearing problems can pose a challenge to the instructor. The issues range from music drowning out verbal instructions to certain tones creating havoc with hearing aids. However, this problem is just one manifestation of the imperfection of group exercise that necessitates teaching to the level of the majority, while offering suggestions for some participants to adapt. However, with a degree of creativity on the part of the instructor together with understanding from the participants, these obstacles can be overcome to have a successful and fun class.

Summary:

As popular as music in group exercise classes has been, not everyone will fully enjoy the music an instructor selects and perhaps some may prefer no music at all. But keep in mind the most important goal of the class is to provide safe and effective exercise. Music is just one of the “tools of the trade” that aides instructors in accomplishing that goal.

