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ABSTRACT 

Throughout its long history, music has played an indispensable role in our life. Listening to music enables us to relax 

and calm down, and composing and playing music have been good ways to express our feelings and emotions. Music 

therapy has been set up to cure more people systematically. In this study, we reviewed the history of music therapy and 

have focused on several aspects of our psychological health that have been influenced by it. Several treatment therapies 

related to music therapy have been discussed. In conclusion, music therapy has brought a tremendous impact on people's 

psychological health, enabled patients to suffer less pain, anxiety, and feeling stressful and thus improves our emotional 

states, bringing psychological health to the patients. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

To find the origin of music therapy, we should date 

back to ancient Greece. Many famous philosophers in 

ancient Greece like Plato and Aristotle have set up 

various viewpoints about music therapy. But it was not 

until 1944 did music therapy officially became a subject 

in America. Since then, music therapy has started to 

develop worldwide and gradually made progress [1]. 

Music therapy is defined as a curing process based on the 

relationship between therapists and patients, which 

contains essential factors like systematic procedures and 

rigorous assessments. The concept of music therapy is 

mainly similar to psychotherapy; the only difference 

between them is the way they treat patients: music 

therapy's method is music, and psychotherapy primarily 

uses communication [2]. Over the years, music therapy 

has been adopted for various disorders, including ASD, 

PTSD, and Depression. 

The relation between music and humans is 

inseparable. From baroque, classic, romantic to modern, 

the story of music seems to develop along with humans, 

becoming a characteristic of the human condition from 

millennia [3]- music brings people together [4]. During 

the evolutionary process, our ancestors, the early 

hominids, were able to emit sounds of variable pitch, 

showing that music must have predated speech in the 

simplest level [5]. Nowadays, many people use it for 

exploring and managing their moods and emotions [6]. 

Therefore, music's therapeutic effects are becoming more 

influential, leading researchers to further discuss its 

impacts on various sides, such as applying music to treat 

psychological disorders [6] [7]. Moreover, the studies 

about music in the neuroscience field have also attracted 

many researchers. Thus, the influential characteristic of 

music, both in the evolutionary process of the human and 

scientific fields, brought significant impacts to humans. 

However, as putting the attention the music therapy 

in China, even though music therapy has rising 

popularity, its development is still lagging off in the 

academic field and fostering therapists; also, even the in-

serve educators and therapists need to enhance their skills 

further [8]. The purpose of this review is to make the 

frame of what music therapy has contributed to our 

psychological health clearer and thus enable us to do 

future research better and enhance the utilization of 

music therapy. It would be an excellent treating tool for 

many aspects because it is safe, cheap, and convenient.  

In this review, we chose several prospects of 

psychological health that music therapy has a significant 

influence on and showed how massive the impacts are by 

looking over several related types of research.   
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2. EFFECTS OF MUSIC THERAPY ON 

PSYCHOLOGICAL HEALTH 

2.1. Emotion 

People use various ways to convey their emotional 

state: language, written words, facial and body 

expressions, dactylology, etc. Among other sensory 

systems, auditory signals, voice, for example, are also 

major approaches to communicating emotion. Music 

tights with our brain and our auditory system, 

emphasizing the importance of the right hemisphere in 

our brain. The impairments of the brain lead to the 

impairments of appreciation in pitch, tone, and rhythm 

[9], which are elements related to music; the right 

hemisphere will initially be activated when listening to 

music in emotional related experience [10]; listening to 

music and voice evoke the activity in the limbic system, 

which is the core structure of emotional processing [11] 

[12].  

The emotions conveyed from voices may include 

positive (happiness, excitement) and negative emotion 

(Depression, anger). Many recent studies have shown 

that music helps arouse humans' positive emotions, 

leading to psychological well-being. For example, Stefan 

Koelsch suggested that "music therapy has beneficial 

effects on the psychological and physiological health of 

individuals" [11]. Furthermore, in a case study about a 

patient with epilepsy, music-induced the event-related 

potential (ERP) to change in the brain, leading to pleasure; 

also, the ERP results emphasized the implication in the 

emotional judgment of pleasant music [13]. Thus, music 

therapy may help to bring positive emotion. 

2.2. Stress 

Stress now appears in various aspects of our daily life: 

family, work, study, etc. It helps our survival, which 

regulates our internal physiological states (body 

temperature, heart rate, etc.), to maintain homeostasis 

inside our body, allowing us to accommodate everyday 

situations. However, exposure to stress regularly and 

repeatedly, in the long run, will also affect people's 

immune systems, cardiovascular and metabolic systems, 

and brain function [14].  

Recent studies have shown that music is related to 

stress-reduction effects and increases in well-being. 

Firstly, Linnemann [15] proposed a study protocol about 

how music listening affected psychobiological stress in 

daily life, setting up a more natural situation for 

participants to listen to music in their daily routine. The 

conclusion was that a stress-reducing effect of music 

listening was found, depending on the characteristics of 

the situation and the music [15]. Secondly, listening to 

music helped to improve the experience, enhance 

treatment motivations or stress-related outcomes [16] 

[17]. For patients who were stressed when undergoing 

surgeries (cardiac CT), the use of relaxation of music did 

lead to improved patient experience [17]. In the research 

about female patients with methamphetamine use 

disorder, the researchers adopted Group Music Therapy 

(GMT) and effectively enhanced patients' treatment 

motivation [16]. 

2.3. Anxiety 

Anxiety causes by various aspects of our daily life, 

and it has many different types. For example, there is 

Generalized Anxiety Disorder, which worries about 

different things in our lives; there is a phobia, a specific 

fear or anxiety of certain events or objects, etc. Severe 

anxiety disorders have huge negative events on our life. 

 To relieve anxiety, people tried different methods. 

One of them was music therapy. In 2015, research on 

music therapy's influence on thoracic surgery patients 

was set. Participants were placed in a serene environment 

and were allowed to control the volume of music by 

themselves. The therapists told them to relax and focus 

on the music during the process. The results indicate that 

participants have gained better self-being and become 

more peaceful than before [19]. In 2016, a group of 

Chinese researchers did a study on how music therapy 

affects prisoners. They randomly assigned the prisoners 

into different groups and provided the objects with 

treating methods like music imagery, improvisation, and 

songwriting. After comparing the data from the control 

group and experimental group, the result showed that 

music therapy has a relatively large impact on prisoners' 

anxiety.  In 2020, some therapists tried to adopt music 

therapy in relieving the anxiety of surgical patients. They 

provided patients with individualized music therapy and 

utilized different kinds of treatments according to the 

patients' situations. After 12 weeks of the experiment, the 

results showed that music therapy reduced the anxiety of 

those surgical patients [20].  

2.4. Pain 

Pain exists everywhere in our life. It can narrow down 

to a scan on our body, and if severe enough, to a pain 

brought by a disease like cancer that may lead us to death. 

Also, some pains are generated psychologically, which 

have nothing to do with physical health. Needless to say, 

people have been concerned about ways to relieve pain 

for a long time. 

Recent studies showed that music therapy had a 

significant impact on pain reduction. In 2018, for 30 days, 

patients with the end-stage live disease would listen to 

music they liked for three days, 30 minutes per day. By 

comparing the patients' pain level 15 minutes before 

music intervention and 30 minutes after the intervention, 

the researchers gained the result that music therapy 

reduced 10% of the pain of the patients [21]. In 2020, a 

group of music therapists provided one-to-one music 

Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, volume 638

985



  

 

therapy for the surgical patients enrolled.  The result 

proved that music therapy was effective on surgical 

patients and could be utilized to reduce the usage of 

narcotics [20]. In 2021, music therapy was confirmed to 

have positive impacts on relieving the pain of patients 

with small-cell lung cancer by conducting six steps 

including improvisation, music imagery, and so on [22]. 

3. THERAPY 

3.1. Behavioral Therapy 

In behavioral approaches, token economy, through 

reinforcing the desired behavior by using tokens as 

rewards and weakening an undesired behavior by 

offering punishment, could achieve a change in behavior 

[23]. This method adopted operant conditioning theory, 

based on the work of B.F. Skinner: "behavior which is 

reinforced tends to be repeated (i.e., strengthened); 

behavior which is not reinforced tends to die out-or be 

extinguished (i.e., weakened)." [24] After combining 

token economy with music therapy, music can be used as 

a reinforcer in behavior modification, particularly 

contingent music and time-out form music [25]. 

Therefore, therapists could eventually modify clients' 

behaviors by combining behavioral approaches with 

music therapy. 

3.2. Humanistic Therapy 

In humanistic therapy, therapists emphasized the 

inner power of humanity and focused on individuals' 

capacity to make their own choices, and sought to foster 

personal growth through direct experience [26] [27]. 

Client-centered therapy helped therapists build a 

relationship with the clients, giving them the sense of 

being understood, cared for, and listened without any 

judgment. In this way, clients were able to release 

emotion and actualize themselves in a good way. Though 

Music therapy has not been used with humanistic 

approaches directly, therapists could use music to create 

a good relationship, and also through the use of music, 

"to reflect both musically and verbally the client's 

improvisations." [25]   

3.3. Psychodynamic Therapy 

Psychodynamic theories include Sigmund Freud, 

Carl Jung, Alfred Adler, and other theorists who proposed 

theories that focused on the unconscious force, 

motivation and drive, individual development, and the 

explanation of unconsciousness. Psychodynamic 

therapists were not only aiming to modify clients' 

personalities but also seeking to let clients realize the 

influence of significant events that happened during their 

growth. Additionally, therapists wanted to help solve the 

conflicts in unconsciousness [2] and help clients achieve 

an understanding of themselves. Music could arouse 

listeners' emotions, which allowed people to feel peace 

and calm [28]. Consequently, when progressing 

individual therapy, music could give a sense of security, 

and became an excellent medium to build a relationship 

between clients and therapists, and also helped clients to 

let off some emotion [2]. Besides, adopting music 

therapy enabled therapists to open clients' inner hearts 

and helped modify behavior and express feelings in a 

non-verbal way. 

3.4. Application 

3.4.1 ASD 

ASD is a type of neurological disorder. Patients will 

own a fixed behavior pattern, lack of interest, and social 

contact. Therapists could encourage patients to sing, do 

improvisation, and play instruments by using music 

therapy. These activities were recognized to effectively 

improve patients' attention by following the tempo, 

imitating the movements, and finally, synchronizing the 

tempo. 

"A positive effect of educational music therapy on 

patients with ASD was reported in most controlled 

studies (6/7), particularly in terms of speech production; 

a positive effect of improvisational music therapy was 

reported in most controlled studies (6/8), particularly in 

terms of social functioning." [29] For the reason that 

music therapy has the function of influencing emotions. 

In another report on children with ASD, researchers 

adopted experiments about music therapy for children 

with ASD after searching and analyzing the various 

database. The result was that music therapy promoted the 

improvement of ASD children's initial skills like verbal 

communication, behavior modeling, and the abilities of 

social and emotional interactions [30]. 

3.4.2 Depression 

Depression is also called a depressive disorder, and it 

is the primary type of mood disorder. The main 

symptoms of Depression are frequent and consistent 

feeling down, along with pessimism and hopelessness, 

interest loss, and even suicidal behavior. Grievous 

Depression influences people's physical health and 

everyday life, and its control method is usually medical 

treatment. Until recent years, investigations on music 

therapy have become mature gradually, and it was able to 

open a new field in the treatment of Depression.   

Music therapy can be divided into active music 

therapy and passive music therapy. In active music 

therapy, patients are encouraged to create their music to 

improve their mental state. On the other hand, passive 

music therapy mainly helps patients reach a better mental 

state by letting them listen, experience, and appreciate 

music. Many pieces of research have proved the 

effectiveness of music therapy. Erkkila and his fellows 
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put 79 patients with Depression into research and divided 

them into the control group and experimental group. The 

control group used regular treatment, and the 

experimental group added music therapy based on 

regular treatment. The result showed that the 

experimental group showed significantly lower 

depressed and anxious levels than the control group [31].  

3.4.3 PTSD 

Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is a mental 

disturbance left by extraordinary events patients have 

undergone. When patients encounter scenarios or sound 

similar to previous traumas, they will show specific 

reaction like fear and escape. During the treating process, 

therapists first established trust with patients through 

music singing games. Next, therapists led patients into 

deep relaxation by playing suitable music to them. Third, 

therapists led patients back from creative imagination 

and prompted them to relieve their emotions and thus 

ease their reactions to their sensitive scenes. After several 

groups of control experiments, the results showed that 

compared to patients in the control group, patients in the 

experimental group had a more obvious reduction in 

relative symptoms, and they also showed higher 

satisfaction. As a result, music therapy effectively calmed 

patients down and thus had reliable clinical effects and 

high utilization values [32].  

4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

As we can see in the previous sections, music therapy 

was able to generate significant positive effects on our 

psychological health, including alleviating anxiety, 

improving our emotional states, relieving our stress, and 

reducing our pain. Music therapy has been conducted on 

curing psychological disorders like ASD, Depression, 

and PTSD. It contributed to our better mental state along 

with other therapies such as behavioral therapy, 

humanistic therapy, and psychodynamic therapy.  

Although music therapy has made outstanding 

contributions to our psychological health, it could not 

cure us if the organic disease were in our bodies. Music 

therapy can only serve as subsidiarity in the curing 

process of physical illness [33]. Based on various 

researches throughout the history of music therapy, it is 

likely that music therapy can stand out independently in 

the future. 

In some research about music and emotional arousal, 

the experimenters also needed to consider the music 

background of the subjects when doing experiments 

about music, in that many research set up different 

standards about the questionnaires, which affected the 

comparison of dividing groups and doing data analysis. 

Besides, the preference of different music, such as pop 

music or pure music, needs to be examed cautiously [34].  

Besides, the cultural background between Eastern 

and Western countries may influence the use of music 

therapy to a large extend. For example, in Wu's paper 

about the development of music therapy in China in the 

past 20 years, the application of music therapy at the 

beginning even led to an increase in tension between 

clients and their families [35]. 

For music therapy in the whole picture, there are 

several directions for future research. Initially, 

researchers may focus on the psychological effects of 

different styles of music. The music used for the 

experiment could be various in the genre, such as jazz, 

classical, and pop. However, the therapeutic effects of 

different genres do not get enough attention. Secondly, 

for music therapy in China, even though there are signs 

of a combination of traditional Chinese treatment and 

music therapy, Chinese researchers should find a suitable 

approach for patients in China. As mentioned above, the 

western approach may not fit into Chinese society due to 

the difference in cultural background. 

To conclude, music therapy has brought a tremendous 

impact on people's mental health, enabled patients to 

suffer less pain, anxiety, and feeling stressful and thus 

improves our emotional states, bringing psychological 

health to the patients. Combining with several other 

theories mentioned, music therapy has been adopted to 

cure patients with psychological disorders, like 

Depression, ASD, and PTSD, which we have mentioned. 

The development of music therapy is in a rising stage in 

China.  
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