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Abstract: The relationship between music and medicine is an
interdisciplinary field developing at the intersection of medical sciences,
neuroscience, psychology, and the performing arts. Music can influence
cognitive, emotional, physiological, and social processes, which explains the
growing interest in its clinical use. This article examines the main ways in
which music may contribute to improving health, with particular attention
to anxiety and pain reduction, mental health support, and quality of life. It
distinguishes music therapy from “music medicine”, since interventions
delivered by a qualified music therapist involve a therapeutic relationship
and a protocol adapted to the patient, whereas pre-recorded music may be
used by healthcare professionals as a complementary intervention. Current
literature indicates beneficial effects of musical interventions in various
clinical contexts; however, the heterogeneity of protocols and the variable
quality of studies require cautious interpretation. Music should not be
regarded as a substitute for medical treatment, but as a possible
complementary component of a holistic, patient-centred approach.
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Introduction

Music is inextricably linked to human experience, accompanying
individuals throughout all stages of life, while fulfilling aesthetic, social,
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educational, and emotional functions. Transcending its purely artistic
dimension, contemporary research demonstrates the association between
musical experience and a series of complex biological and psychological
processes. The elements of musical language (melody, harmony, rhythm,
dynamics, timbre, and expressive character) demonstrably influence
attention, memory, affect, and bodily perception, positioning music, in
recent decades, as a significant subject of study in both medicine and the
neurosciences.

The World Health Organization (WHO) has underscored the role of
the arts, particularly in promoting health as an essential pillar of human
well-being, disease prevention, and in supporting treatment, management,
and recovery. A comprehensive analysis of over 3,000 studies has identified
evidence regarding the contribution of artistic activities to physical and
mental health across the lifespan.

In this context, music occupies a primordial role, as it is readily
accessible for clinical application due to its capacity to be tailored and
centered around the patient's individual preferences. Guided music listening
does not always require sophisticated equipment, and musical interventions
can be integrated into diverse medical settings, including hospitals,
rehabilitation centers, mental health services, oncology, geriatrics, or
palliative care.

Methods

To conduct this study, a narrative and thematic review of recent
specialized literature was performed. Eight fundamental bibliographic
references published between 2019 and 2026 were selected and analyzed,
retrieved from prestigious international databases and journals (Cochrane,
BMC Psychology, eClinicalMedicine, BJPsych Open, European Journal of
Public Health, Molecular Psychiatry, and MDPI).

The selection criteria focused on synthesis studies, systematic
reviews, and meta-analyses evaluating the impact of music and music
therapy on: global physical and mental health (WHO report 2019; Viola et
al., 2023; Giansanti et al, 2026); neurobiological mechanisms (Bowling,
2023); the management of anxiety and chronic pain (de Witte et al., 2025;
Chen et al, 2025; Bradt et al, 2021); and transdiagnostic psychiatric
pathologies (Lassner et al., 2024).
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Music Therapy and “Music Medicine”

Extensive research distinguishes between two related yet distinct
concepts: music therapy and the use of music as a complementary medical
intervention.

In a broad sense, music therapy involves the treatment of clinical
conditions through musical engagement. It entails the planned use of
musical experiences within a therapeutic relationship, facilitated by a
qualified professional. Such musical interventions may encompass listening,
improvisation, singing, movement, composition, body percussion, or other
musical activities, depending on the therapeutic objectives.

The concept of “music medicine” generally refers to the use of pre-
recorded music in medical settings—for instance, to reduce pre-procedural
anxiety, diminish pain perception, or improve patient comfort. While these
two approaches can be complementary, their applications target different
outcomes.

This distinction is particularly relevant, as research findings concern
not only the music utilized in the medical context but also how the
intervention is designed, administered, and guided. A recent literature
review on music listening in medicine identified 63 studies published
between 2020 and 2025, highlighting a rich diversity of such interventions.
Consequently, the authors emphasize the need for a more detailed
description of the musical parameters involved and the involvement of
music therapy specialists to increase the reproducibility of studies?.

Neurophysiological and Psychological Mechanisms

Neuroscience research illustrates that music processing stimulates
numerous brain regions, and elements of musical language, when correlated
with specific rewards or social contexts, may possess distinct neurological
foundations. Thus, music brings together a complementary interaction
between cognitive, autonomic, and social mechanisms.

In this sense, it can be argued that rhythm contributes to the
temporal organization of movement, ideas, or action planning, and facilitates
behavioral synchronization. Melody and harmony are directly involved in
the anticipation and processing of emotions, while familiar or preferred

1 D. Giansanti, et al., Music Listening in Medicine and Healthcare: A Scoping Review, 2026.
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music can activate mechanisms associated with reward and
autobiographical memory. For this reason, the same musical piece may elicit
different reactions in different individuals, or even in the same person,
depending on the timing of the listening session.

From a physiological perspective, music can influence the stress
response and the activity of the nervous system. Under certain conditions,
listening to music can be associated with changes in heart rate, respiration,
and blood pressure; however, these effects are variable and depend on the
nature of the music, the patient's state, and the context in which the auditory
stimulus occurs. For example, during stressful activities, some individuals
become significantly more productive when provided with relaxing musical
support. Conversely, musicians may be unable to utilize this method
because, in most cases, analytical-musical thinking takes precedence,
creating a chain of associations related to the compositional structure, the
organization of the musical discourse, and the particularities of the musical
language elements. Consequently, the initial task takes a secondary position,
being significantly delayed or even postponed.

A fundamental aspect of the architecture of therapeutic musical

interventions is the deeply personal nature of the auditory experience,
characterized by a significantly higher emotional value of the repertoire
selected by the patient compared to a standardized alternative. Since the
psychological resonance to auditory stimuli is strongly mediated by
variables such as autobiographical memory, cultural background, and
individual preferences, the response to music acquires an unmistakable
uniqueness.
Therefore, the effectiveness of the clinical approach depends directly on the
capacity to transcend generalist nomothetic models and to implement
flexible strategies focused on the rigorous personalization of the
intervention according to the individual’s bio-psycho-cultural identity.

Music in Anxiety and Stress Management

Anxiety is one of the most common psychological states encountered
in medical practice. Hospitalization, surgical interventions, diagnostic
procedures, or receiving a serious diagnosis can trigger reactions of fear and
stress. In such situations, music can serve as a simple and non-invasive
complementary intervention.
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The therapeutic value of musical interventions in chronic pathology
is strongly confirmed by recent specialized literature through a meta-
analysis published in 2025, which included 51 studies and 93 effect size
estimates. It revealed a significant reduction in both chronic pain intensity
and associated depressive comorbidities. These data highlight the efficacy of
music therapy not only in managing isolated somatic symptoms, but also in
improving the overall psycho-emotional profile of patients suffering from
long-term conditions.

These results are particularly important, given that anxiety is not
merely a psychological experience; it can be accompanied by increased
muscle tension, accelerated heart rate, altered breathing, and concentration
difficulties. Thus, it is noteworthy that music provides benefits before
medical procedures, during them, or throughout the recovery period.

Music and Pain

Pain is not merely a simple physical bodily signal, but a complex
experience that integrates physical status, thoughts, and emotions.
Consequently, music succeeds in altering the way discomfort is experienced:
it acts as a filter that redirects attention away from suffering toward an
alternative stimulus. When we listen to something that captures our interest,
the brain reorients its resources, which reduces the intensity with which
pain is subjectively perceived.

Concrete evidence in this regard comes from a meta-analysis
published in 2025, which analyzed 9 clinical trials involving a total of 787
patients. The research demonstrated that music therapy sessions led to a
significant reduction in both chronic pain and its associated depressive
states. Practically, music succeeds in providing genuine emotional support
for individuals facing long-term suffering on a daily basis, thereby improving
their overall mood.

However, the results must be interpreted within the context of the
intervention's characteristics. The efficacy of such an intervention increases
considerably when patients are allowed to select their own music, as
personal preferences carry a significantly greater emotional weight than a
standardized selection, even when the latter is externally tailored to the
patient's profile. Nevertheless, music cannot function as an "analgesic"
replacement for current treatment; rather, it serves as a complementary
modality for influencing the experience and intensity level of pain.
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In oncology as well, research has yielded similar results: a Cochrane
review of music interventions in cancer patients reported potential benefits
concerning anxiety, pain, fatigue, and certain aspects of quality of life, while
cautioning about the low or very low quality of evidence supporting several
of these outcomes.

Music and Mental Health

In the field of mental health, music therapy has proven valuable as a
tool that enables patients to express their emotions more readily and
improve communication with others. Whether addressing depression,
anxiety, dementia, autism, or schizophrenia, music sessions provide a safe
space for reconnection and social interaction, helping individuals avoid
social isolation and process experiences that are difficult to articulate in
words.

An insight into this domain is offered by a transdiagnostic meta-
analysis published in 2024, which investigated the effects of music therapy
across several psychiatric conditions. Although the findings indicate
favorable effects on general mental well-being, the researchers caution that
the quality of evidence remains relatively low, and the immediate benefits
observed are not consistently sustained at subsequent follow-up
assessments.

This observation is crucial for the integration of music into medical
practice. Promising results do not justify replacing validated treatments
with musical interventions; rather, the role of music is that of an adjuvant
within a comprehensive therapeutic plan.

Discussion, Perspectives, and Limitations

Despite the growing interest in the intersection of music and
medicine, research in this field continues to face a multitude of
methodological limitations. Published studies to date are highly
heterogeneous: they utilize completely different musical genres, vastly
varying session durations and frequencies, patient groups with diverse
conditions, and different song selection methods (sometimes chosen by the
patient, other times by the researcher). This lack of standardization makes
it difficult to objectively compare results and integrate them into a specific
standardized treatment protocol.

121



REVART REVISTA DE TEORIA §I CRITICA ARTEI

Consequently, future research steps demand clearer guidelines and
standardized protocols concerning duration, frequency, and the
personalization of musical selections. At the same time, a deeper
neurological understanding is required regarding what happens in the brain
during music listening and which phase of listening or sound generation
produces the therapeutic effects observed in clinical practice.

For music to securely find its rightful place in clinical treatments,
hospitals, and medical centers, mandatory interdisciplinary collaboration
among physicians, psychologists, music therapists, researchers, and
neuroscientists is essential, transforming an intuitive practice into a
rigorously scientifically validated medical method.

Conclusions

Musical interventions and music therapy demonstrate clear benefits
in the management of pre- and post-operative anxiety, in mitigating chronic
pain, and in supporting patients with psychiatric or oncological conditions.
However, music does not act as a pharmacological analgesic and cannot
substitute scientifically validated therapies; its proper role is as an
integrated component within a complex therapeutic plan, serving as a
powerful adjuvant rather than a replacement for medical treatment.

The body's response to music is not uniform and is deeply influenced
by emotional content, the context of the listening session, autobiographical
memory, cultural background, and individual preferences. All these
parameters render each listening session a unique experience. A playlist
selected by the patient has a therapeutic impact significantly greater than a
standardized selection imposed externally by a therapist. Furthermore,
individual cognitive factors (such as the analytical thinking style
characteristic of a musician) can completely alter the expected effect of a
"relaxation” listening session.

Although specialized literature and recent studies (including
reviews and meta-analyses from the 2020-2026 period) indicate clear
positive effects, research in this field faces major limitations, such as the
diversity of musical genres, enormous variations in session duration and
frequency, and heterogeneous patient cohorts. The level of evidence remains
variable (ranging from moderate to low in certain psychiatric or oncological
areas), which necessitates a cautious interpretation of results and highlights
an acute need for future standardization.
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The transition from the purely intuitive use of music to a rigorous
medical method cannot occur in isolation; it requires a continuous and
structured dialogue among physicians, psychologists, music therapists,
researchers, and neuroscience specialists. This is the only path through
which this art can become a reliable component of modern medicine.
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