THE HEALING PROPERTIES OF MUSIC AND THEIR MEDICAL USES

The Healing Properties of Music and their Medical Uses
Phillip O'Mara
SS3150
November 18, 2013

Ruben Sandoval



THE HEALING PROPERTIES OF MUSIC

Abstract
The question posed in this research study is, “Can music therapy cure a myriad of problems in
medical patients?” The use of music therapy has been applied to medical problems including the
areas of immunity response, palliative cancer care pain and anxiety reduction, hypertension and

blood pressure, autism, and metabolism control.
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Introduction
This qualitative phenomenological research study is designed to develop an understanding about
the healing benefits of music. The purpose and significance of the study is to explore areas of
music therapy and find areas where it has proven effective. The question the researcher posed
upon conception of the study is, “Can music therapy cure a myriad of problems in medical
patients?” Music is enjoyed by nearly everyone whether as a hobby, a way of earning a wage, or
as a way to unwind at the end of the day (citation needed). But music’s existence is also being
studied in the medical field as a way to reduce stress, bolster the immune system, promote social
aspects, relieve pain as part of cancer palliative care, the assessment and treatment Autism
Spectrum Disorder, help treat hypertension and anxiety in elderly patients, and control the
metabolism (citation needed). There are areas of the medical field where music is utilized for the
purpose of treating cancer patients as part of palliative care to take away pain and psychological
problems associated with their illness, and music-based intervention is used to improve various
aspects of life for them (citation needed).
Limitations and Delimitations

This is the researcher’s first paper written for scholarly academia. The resources were limited to
the ITT Technical Institute Virtual Library, Google, and Google Scholar and, as such, are subject
to the results retrieved from these sources. Time constraints also posed a burden on the paper, as

more findings could have been incorporated if there was more time available.
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Findings
The data collected showed that various forms of music have medical applications including
immune response and social aspects, cancer pain treatment, cancer anxiety treatment and
prevention, relieving hypertension and controlling blood pressure, treating Autistic Spectrum
Disorder, regulating the metabolism. It is generally known that music has the ability to awaken
emotions deep within a person: “Music is one of a small set of human cultural universals,
evoking a wide range of emotions, from exhilaration to relaxation, joy to sadness, fear to
comfort, and even combinations of these” (Chanda, 2013). There are numerous healing
properties in musical tones and this is just touching the surface as research continues to shed new
light on this area. Music has several effects on the brain such as in the area of pleasure, and this
can be linked to “reward and motivation” similar to the effects in narcotic products without the
side effects of addiction and withdraw “Music does not have the clear, survival benefit
associated with food or sex, nor does it display the addictive properties associated with drugs of
abuse” (Chanda, 2013). According to the article, "This Is Your Brain on Music"”, Dr. Daniel
Levitin, Psychologist, said "We are using music to better understand brain function in
general,"(Landau, 2013) One component to this is music's effect on stress levels; calming music
reduces levels of cortisol in humans and aids in concentration, and is safer than using
prescription drugs for the same purpose, due to the fact that it has no negative side effects "The
(surgery) patients who listened to music had less anxiety (before going into surgery) and lower
cortisol than people who took drugs." So this research shows that music has a beneficial side
effect on our mental Psyche, but more studies have to be done on the subject before it is

understood fully.
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Immune Response and Social Aspects

It is generally known that music has the ability to awaken emotions deep within a person:
“Music is one of a small set of human cultural universals, evoking a wide range of emotions,
from exhilaration to relaxation, joy to sadness, fear to comfort, and even combinations of these
(Chanda, 2013).” These emotions can open a person up or cause the opposite to happen, and this
has applications for the immune system and helping individuals interact with each other. The
application for music based immune response has been explored in the past, as there are studies
showing the link between music and immunity response in the body. One such study placed
subjects in a group circle to read selected newspapers and magazines while listening to group
drumming sessions. Listeners in the circle had an increase in NK cell activity along with
increased 5-DHA-to-cortisol ratio, suggesting enhanced immune functioning and a buffering of
the stress response” (Chanda, 2013). Performing musical activities within a group synchronizes
the members of the group and improves social coordination, and also fosters feelings of bonding
and social connection. Sessions of actual group drumming participation involve social
interaction and also improve immune responses in the individual group members. More studies
are being conducted to explore this area further.

Palliative Cancer Care: Pain

Uses for music therapy extend beyond social hang-ups and immune response in patients, as it is
being incorporated into cancer care as a form of pain and anxiety relief for the terminally ill.
Palliative care is a form of care used to improve the quality of life for the terminally ill, easing
their pain, mental, social and spiritual states, as well as treating the side effects of their disease

early on (Archie, 2013). Music-based interventions used in cancer care have been effective in
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lessening the pain which is prevalent in cancer patients. Analgesic drugs prescribed for pain
carry the risk for drug addiction, but music used in the studies have been just as effective in
relieving pain and discomfort: “Multiple studies have demonstrated that music-based
interventions may have a mild to moderate analgesic effect (Archie, 2013).” Patients undergoing
painful medical procedures such as mastectomy, bone marrow biopsy, and lumbar puncture,
were exposed to music prior to the surgery and required less painkillers than patients without
music therapy. According to the studies’ authors, “the analgesic (painkiller) effect was classified
as moderate, with a standardized mean difference of -0.59, (95% CI from -92 to -0.27, P=0.0003)
(Archie, 2013).” A Cochrane Review revealed the analgesic effect of music before a painful
medical procedure and reported, from the 13 studies conducted, that the patients required less
opioids when subjected to music (Archie, 2013).

Palliative Cancer Care: Anxiety
In addition to relieving pain and discomfort, music is an effective means to relieving anxiety and
aiding in preventing sleep loss which accompanies anxiety in cancer patients. “Several studies
have demonstrated that music-based interventions may have a mild to moderate anxiolytic effect
(Archie, 2013).” Music was again provided for patients with similar results in comparison to the
pain relief tests conducted in past studies, “with that were consistent with those from four other
RCTs involving patients without cancer, in whom perioperative anxiety was significantly
reduced by music-based interventions.” Anxiety was significantly reduced in the music group
compared to the control group (Archie, 2013). Music did not have an overall effect on patients’
mood, however, with patients having exhibited no change in depressive symptoms after the

music therapy in their palliative care.
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But this might be due to the statistical data rather than actual qualitative data:
“Such a discrepancy may be at least partially explained by differences between methods
used to assess mood disturbance versus those used to assess depression. For example, the
commonly used Profile of Mood States (POMS) uses six domains to calculate a total
mood disturbance score: depression—dejection, tension—anxiety, anger—hostility, fatigue—
inertia, confusion—bewilderment, and vigor—activity. The first five domains are weighted
positively and the last domain is weighted negatively, such that a higher score indicates a
greater disturbance of mood. Henceforth, music could elicit improvement in mood via the
five other domains but not in depression/dejection (Archie, 2013).”
More tests need to be conducted in this area to determine the effect on depression as of this time,
“particular consideration should be given to the frequency and duration (as well as the type) of
interventions in future studies investigating the impact of music on mood in cancer patients
(Archie, 2013).”
Hypertension Relief and Blood Pressure Control
Music has been proven effective in relieving hypertension and controlling blood pressure levels.
A major risk factor for heart failure, hypertension is prevalent in people with percentages ranging
from 25 to 55 percent with the overall percent being 31.8 percent across the country. Music has
been used in therapy to treat this condition as an alternative to prescription drugs due to the
negative side effects of prescription drugs and the number of drug-resistant people (Bekiro glu,
2013). This is especially useful in the treatment of the elderly, as their resistance to adverse
effects is lower due to age. Turkish classical music used in therapy has been proven to have a

positive effect on blood pressure in hypertensive elderly patients, with a systolic blood pressure
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reduction after twenty-eight days in music therapy, with a mean reduction of 13.00 mmHg in the
music therapy group and a 6.50 mmHg reduction in the control group. However, the comparison
between the music therapy group and the control group was not statistically significant (115.17 +
mmHg) (Bekiro glu, 2013).” Music also decreased the Diastolic blood pressure.

Treating Autistic Spectrum Disorder
Autistic patients were found to have a positive response to music, most notably music with
simple song structures in which they were able to communicate and express themselves
emotionally and creatively. “The structure and predictability found in music assist in reciprocal
interaction, from which tolerance, flexibility and social engagement to build relationships
emerge, relying on a systematic approach to promote appropriate and meaningful interpersonal
responses (Wingram, 2005).” Autistic children have difficulties in the areas of communication
and “initiating and sustaining joint attention” and through the music therapy sessions they are
able to develop those skills. “This non-verbal, musical interaction can emulate a mother-infant
interaction, where reciprocity in rhythmic, melody and dynamic style is analogous to the way the
therapist responding to the child (Stern 1985; Pavlicevic 1990; Trevarthen 2001, 2002)
(Wingram, 2005).” Autistic people need their environment to be relatively unchanging and they
need to feel a sense of security at all times. Music therapy can accommaodate this need and help
them branch out and communicate with the therapist, and ultimately, their loved ones: “(music
making has) the potential to be an extension of the child’s personality and feelings, in the way
any artistic medium can form a vehicle for this purpose (Wingram, 2005).”
Through music the child can communicate his or her feeling and thoughts to those around them

in a way that they otherwise could not. This can be an effective way to attempt to understand
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them, and thus they may be able to open up and share in other ways. More studies need to be
conducted in this area, however, and the research so far has not revealed everything in this area,
as nothing is absolute as far as findings go. There are still unexplored paths to traverse.

Effects on the Metabolism
Music can affect the metabolism as findings from a study has shown ‘gavage-fed infants at 30-37
weeks of age had 10-13% decrease in their resting energy expenditure within 10 minutes of
listening to Mozart. Although the exact mechanisms are unclear, it is speculated that this
decrease in energy expenditure correlates to an increased metabolic efficiency that thus improves
weight gain (Yamasaki, 2012).” This data finding can be used to help nurse underweight infants
to a healthy weight, and potentially prevent underweight births by subjecting babies to classical

music pre-birth.

Conclusion and Implications for Future Research
Based upon my research, music therapy has viable applications to treat a myriad of human
conditions and impairments. Perhaps as more research is done the more likely it will be that

music may take the place of chemical medicine.
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