
Music therapy benefits patients of 
all ages 

Music could offer significant potential health benefits for everyone 
from premature babies in neonatal units to people with dementia. 
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Do you listen to music to make you feel better – whether some morning dance 
tunes to wake you up, or something to help you relax after a long day at work? 
A wide range of recent studies have shown how listening to music – especially 
live music or singing – can ease both stress and pain for patients in clinical 
settings. 
Findings indicate that the calming or soothing effects of music could make it a 
suitable alternative to the use of sedative drugs in certain medical situations. 
Furthermore, evidence shows it may help reduce so-called “compassion fatigue” 
in nurses and doctors, suggesting it could also improve general quality of care. 
Benefits for premature babies 
Neonatal units in a number of countries are increasingly playing music in an effort 
to reduce pain during common procedures and to improve behavioural and health 
outcomes. 
A study published in April in the journal Pediatrics concluded that live music, 
played or sung to premature babies, helped calm their breathing, aid sleep, slow 
their heartbeats and improve sucking behaviours needed for feeding. 
As it helps to stabilise vital signs, babies are then left with more energy to fuel 
normal, healthy development. 
The research, led by Dr Joanne Loewy, of the Louis Armstrong Centre for Music 
and Medicine at Beth Israel Medical Centre in New York, was conducted in 11 
hospitals and involved 272 premature babies. 
They underwent various sessions involving music with two instruments, singing 
and no music at all and music therapists created lullabies to be played based on 
parents’ favourite songs. 
It did not matter whether it was the parents or therapists who sang or whether 
babies were kept in incubators or held by an adult. 
The findings support a review of nine previous studies published between 1989 
and 2006, led by the University of Alberta in Canada and published in the 
Archives of Disease in Childhood in 2009. 



It showed that listening to music appeared to encourage premature babies to 
feed more and reduced their pain levels during painful procedures such as heel 
prick blood tests. Music also benefited full-term babies during operations. 
A simple song can help dementia patients 
A growing amount of research has demonstrated that music also has clear 
benefits for elderly dementia patients. 
A study led by Eva Götell at Mälardalen University in Sweden last year, published 
in the journal Music and Medicine, looked at whether carers for people with 
dementia could ease the stress involved in moving patients by singing. 
Singing was found to lead to better communication from the point of view of both 
caregivers and patients in what can otherwise frequently be a problematic 
situation. 
Carers also indicated that patients showed their true personalities, were able to 
move more fluidly and easily, seemed to understand what was happening better 
and reacted in a spirited way, the team wrote. 
What is more, the caregivers themselves reported not only feeling positive 
emotions but also feeling more competent and more motivated to provide care. 
Separate research by another team at Mälardalen University, published in the 
same journal, gave mixed results on the possible benefits of humming by carers 
to encourage dementia patients to eat. 
The researchers believe that both humming and singing as potential methods to 
improve eating deserve further exploration. 
Helping to create healing environments 
Evidence for the positive influence of music in healthcare settings also extends to 
intensive care units and cancer units. 
A study published in Music and Medicine involving 50 critically ill patients 
receiving treatment in intensive care examined the use of piano sonatas by 
Mozart as a way to provide a break from sedatives used to treat agitation. 
The music group had a greater decline in heart rate and were more likely to 
remain off sedation infusions, found a team led by researchers at McMaster 
University in Ontario, Canada. 
The authors suggested that music could be a “cost-effective, non-
pharmacological intervention” for such patients. 
Another study at the Louis Armstrong Center for Music and Medicine looked at 
the use of live music therapy in a cancer centre and outpatient infusion facility at 
an inner-city hospital. 
Researchers assessed the effects on patients, caregivers and staff and found 
positive effects on stress levels and a reduced perception of noise in patients and 
caregivers. 
Staff reported that music helped improve their mood and ability to care. 
While the benefits of music in the waiting room were especially clear, a small 
number of staff said the presence of instruments in an infusion centre could be 
disturbing. 
However, the authors suggested that using only handheld instruments could 
solve this, as the complaints related to a keyboard and issues of space. 
The team concluded that music had helped to create a perception of a “healing 
environment” for all concerned. 
Music Therapy Week 
In Britain June 8th marks the beginning of Music Therapy Week, during which the 
British Association for Music Therapy (BAMT) will campaign to raise the profile of 
the technique as a treatment for people affected by injury, illness or disability. 



BAMT says treatment allows people to use instruments and their voices “to 
create a musical language which reflects their emotional and physical condition; 
this enables them to build connections with their inner selves and with others 
around them”. 
Music therapists support the patient by various means – attentive listening, 
playing music with instruments and singing or speaking. 
There are approximately 800 music therapists in the UK registered with the 
Health and Care Professions Council (HCPC) and working in a range of settings 
including hospitals, schools, hospices and care homes. 
Donald Wetherick, chair of the BAMT, said the “responsive element” that allows a 
therapist to alter live music to stay in tune with a patient’s emotions is vital. 
Music therapy is commonly used to help those with learning disabilities, autism, 
brain injuries or mental health problems. 
It has also become widely used to help mothers bond with their baby or young 
child, where the infant has a disability, where the mother has post-natal 
depression or after adoption. 
Studies highlighting the benefits of music therapy in dementia care were recently 
included in a review of National Institute for Clinical Excellence (NICE) guidelines. 
BAMT has also had an input to new NICE guidelines on treating autism, which 
are yet to be published, said Mr Wetherick. 
“I would say awareness [of music therapy] is increasing but it’s certainly not as 
high as we’d like it to be,” he said. 
“There is growth in demand for family work, where the mother-baby bond is under 
threat. We are trying to get across the message that there is a skilled workforce 
of music therapists who can help. 
“We can all enjoy the benefits from music. Therapy is not something any of us 
would want to be a permanent part of our life but we may all need therapy at 
particular points in life, at moments of crisis.” 
	  


