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Abstract

Stress is a prevalent issue among faculty members in higher education, significantly affecting their mental health, job
satisfaction and productivity. Faculty face challenges such as heavy workloads, administrative duties and a lack of work-
life balance, which contribute to high stress levels. This qualitative study examines the impact of music interventions as
a holistic method for stress reduction among faculty members across various disciplines. Using a phenomenological
approach, the research explores the lived experiences of faculty who participated in music interventions over six weeks.
The study included faculty members experiencing moderate to high stress, selected through purposive sampling, with
representation from disciplines such as sciences, engineering, arts, humanities and management. Participants took part
in weekly group music sessions featuring instrumental music with a slow tempo (60-80 bpm) and were encouraged to
listen to self-selected music in their personal time. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and reflective
journaling, capturing detailed accounts of participants' experiences.

Thematic analysis of the data revealed key findings. Music interventions helped faculty members regulate their emotions,
reducing anxiety, restlessness and overwhelm. Many reported feelings calmer and more focused, which positively
affected their work and personal lives. Additionally, the interventions assisted in improving work-life balance, as
participants noted a greater ability to detach from work-related stress. Disciplinary variations were also observed, with
faculty in arts and humanities showing more engagement with the music compared to those in the sciences, engineering
and management, indicating that individual preferences and context influence the effectiveness of the intervention.

The study concludes that music interventions offer a cost-effective and accessible method for stress reduction in higher
education. The findings highlight the importance of personalized and flexible music-based wellness programs. Future
research should explore the long-term effects and the integration of music interventions with other stress-management
strategies.

Keywords: Stress management, music interventions, emotional regulation, work-life balance, occupational stress,
phenomenological approach, wellness programs.

INTRODUCTION

Stress is a natural response to challenging situations, but when persistent and overwhelming, it becomes
detrimental to both mental and physical health. Faculty members in higher education institutions are
particularly vulnerable to stress due to their demanding workloads, administrative responsibilities and the need
to balance teaching, research and service obligations. Chronic stress among faculty not only affects their well-
being but also impairs their productivity, decision-making and overall job satisfaction. In this context,
exploring innovative and non-invasive methods for stress management is essential to foster healthier academic
environments.

Music has long been recognized as a universal medium for emotional expression and healing. Its impact on
stress has been extensively studied in clinical and non-clinical settings, revealing its ability to regulate
emotions, reduce physiological arousal and promote relaxation. Music’s therapeutic potential lies in its
influence on the brain and body, particularly its ability to activate the limbic system, which governs emotional
processing and to modulate the release of stress-related hormones such as cortisol. Listening to music,
especially instrumental tracks with slow tempos, has been shown to lower heart rate and blood pressure,
creating a calming effect.

Qualitative research has highlighted music’s role as a non-invasive and accessible intervention for stress
management. Unlike pharmacological treatments, music carries no side effects, is easily integrated into daily
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routines and can be tailored to individual preferences. Faculty members, who often experience unique stressors
related to their professional roles, may particularly benefit from music-based interventions. Engaging with
music can provide them with an outlet for emotional expression and a means to reconnect with their inner
calm amidst demanding schedules.

This study examines the impact of music interventions on stress reduction among faculty members in higher
education. Using a qualitative approach, it investigates how music influences their emotional states, coping
mechanisms and work-life balance. By capturing the lived experiences of faculty across diverse disciplines,
the study aims to provide insights into the effectiveness of music as a holistic strategy for stress management.
The findings will inform the development of personalized wellness programs, emphasizing the importance of
non-invasive interventions like music in promoting mental health and well-being in academic environments.
In doing so, this research contributes to the growing body of evidence supporting music as a tool for emotional
regulation and stress relief.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Numerous studies have highlighted the therapeutic potential of music in reducing stress. De Witte et al. (2020)
conducted a meta-analysis demonstrating the effectiveness of music interventions in alleviating both
physiological and psychological stress but lacked focus on workplace settings like higher education. Sangeeta
(2024) explored music’s role in stress management post-COVID-19, emphasizing its capacity for emotional
regulation, though the study was theoretical and did not address specific occupational groups. Similarly, Juslin
and Vastfjall (2008) examined music's psychological mechanisms in mood regulation but did not consider its
application in academia. Koelsch (2015) reviewed neuroscientific findings, revealing music’s ability to
activate the brain’s reward system and reduce cortisol levels, yet the focus remained on clinical populations
rather than academic professionals.

Research by Nilsson (2009) and Linnemann et al. (2015) demonstrated music's calming effects on
physiological arousal during medical procedures and daily tasks, respectively. These studies, however,
overlooked its impact on high-stress occupations such as teaching in higher education. Bradt et al. (2013) and
Chanda and Levitin (2013) reviewed music's influence on stress-related outcomes in healthcare and everyday
life, with limited attention to work-related stressors. Additionally, Blood and Zatorre (2001) identified music’s
role in promoting emotional well-being through endorphin release, yet their findings lacked applicability to
workplace settings. While these studies underscore music's benefits, they often neglect its role in managing
occupational stress and fail to explore variations in response across different professions or academic
disciplines.

These gaps point to several research needs: first, the lack of studies focusing specifically on faculty stress in
higher education; second, the absence of longitudinal data to evaluate the lasting effects of music
interventions; and third, minimal exploration of disciplinary variations in response to music. This study
addresses these gaps by focusing on faculty members' lived experiences with music interventions, using
gualitative methods to capture subjective insights. Key research questions include how faculty perceive the
impact of music interventions on stress, whether disciplinary variations exist in their effectiveness and how
music-based wellness programs can be tailored to address the specific needs of academic professionals. This
approach aims to provide practical and context-specific recommendations for stress management in higher
education.

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY
e To investigate the lived experiences of faculty members in higher education institutions and their
perceptions of the impact of music interventions on stress reduction.
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o To analyze how music interventions influence faculty members’ emotional regulation, work-life balance
and coping strategies in managing occupational stress.

e To examine disciplinary differences in the effectiveness of music interventions, focusing on faculty
responses across fields such as sciences, engineering, arts, humanities and management.

o Toexplore the influence of personal music preferences and cultural contexts on the effectiveness of music
as a stress-management approach.

e To develop practical insights and actionable recommendations for creating and implementing music-
based wellness programs that address the specific stressors faced by higher education faculty.

e To expand the scope of qualitative research on music’s role in stress management by addressing the
unique challenges of workplace and occupation-specific stress in academic settings.
These objectives aim to provide a holistic understanding of music’s therapeutic role in reducing stress,
contributing to the design of effective, personalized wellness strategies for faculty in higher education.

METHODOLOGY

1. RESEARCH DESIGN
This study adopts a qualitative research design using a phenomenological approach to understand the lived

experiences of faculty members in higher education regarding the impact of music interventions on stress.
Phenomenology is suitable as it focuses on individuals' subjective experiences and interpretations, enabling
an in-depth exploration of how music interventions influence faculty well-being.

2. PARTICIPANTS AND SAMPLING
The population for this study consisted of faculty members from higher education institutions across various

disciplines, including sciences, engineering, arts, humanities and management. Purposive sampling was
employed to select participants who reported experiencing moderate to high levels of occupational stress,
ensuring that their experiences were relevant to the research objectives. The sample size included 30
participants, ensuring diverse representation across disciplines, gender and cultural backgrounds, in order to
capture a wide range of perspectives.

3. DATA COLLECTION METHODS

a. Semi-Structured Interviews:
¢ Individual interviews were conducted to gather detailed accounts of faculty members' experiences with

music interventions.
e The interview guide included open-ended questions such as:
e "Can you describe how stress affects your professional and personal life?"

o "What was your experience with the music sessions and how did they impact your stress
levels?"

o "Did your personal music preferences influence the effectiveness of the sessions?"
¢ "Do you think the nature of your discipline affects your response to music interventions?"
e Each interview lasted 45-60 minutes and was audio-recorded with the participants' consent.

b. Reflective Journals:
¢ Participants maintained journals to document their thoughts, emotions and experiences after each music

session during the six-week intervention.
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e Journals provided insights into day-to-day impacts and long-term perceptions of music as a stress-
management tool.

4. MUSIC INTERVENTION

The intervention lasted for six weeks, with participants attending one 60-minute group music session each
week. The music selected for the sessions consisted of instrumental tracks with a slow tempo (60-80 bpm), as
this tempo has been shown to be most effective for reducing stress. In addition to the group sessions,
participants were encouraged to listen to self-selected music during their personal time to explore the impact
of individual preferences on stress reduction. The format of the group sessions included guided listening and
discussions to promote a shared reflective experience. Additionally, optional individual listening sessions were
available, offering flexibility for participants to engage with the music at their convenience.

5. DATA ANALYSIS
Data were analysed using Thematic Analysis, following Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-step process:

Familiarization with the data through repeated reading of transcripts and journals. l

Generating initial codes to identify patterns and key themes. |

Searching for themes related to emotional regulation, work-life balance, disciplinary variations and '

cultural influences.

Reviewing themes to ensure coherence and alignment with the research objectives.

Defining and naming themes to reflect participants’ experiences accurately.

(

6. ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to data collection, ensuring they were fully aware

of the study's purpose and procedures. To protect privacy, confidentiality and anonymity were maintained by
assigning pseudonyms to participants and securely storing all data. Additionally, participants were made aware
of their right to withdraw from the study at any time, with no repercussions or consequences for doing so.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS
The study identified five key themes regarding the impact of music interventions on stress reduction among
faculty members in higher education:
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music.

Science and engineering faculty
experienced cognitive benefits but were
initially sceptical.

Theme Findings Hlustrative Quotes/Examples
Emotional Music interventions helped reduce “After the music sessions, I felt as
Regulation anxiety, restlessness and emotional though the tension in my chest had

overwhelm. eased; it became easier to handle
my day.”
Instrumental music (60—80 bpm) was
effective in calming participants and
improving focus.
Work-Life Music facilitated better transitions “Listening to music after work
Balance between professional and personal roles. helps me leave work-related
concerns behind and focus on my
Listening to music post-work provided a | family.”
“buffer” that helped faculty detach from
work stress.
Disciplinary Arts and humanities faculty showed “Initially, I thought this was too
Variations stronger emotional engagement with abstract for me, but I realized

music helped me think more
clearly.”

Role of Personal
Preferences and
Cultural

Self-selected music led to stronger
emotional connections.
Traditional and culturally familiar music

“Music from my cultural roots
made the experience much more
personal and meaningful.”

Contexts resonated more deeply with participants,
highlighting the need for culturally
sensitive wellness programs.
Participants acknowledged the potential
for long-term stress reduction with

consistent music use.

“Incorporating music into my daily
routine could be a game changer
for managing my stress in the long

2

run.

Perceived Long-
Term Benefits

Even short music sessions were seen as
effective for sustained stress management.

Firstly, emotional regulation emerged as a significant benefit of music interventions. Participants reported a
marked reduction in anxiety, restlessness and emotional overwhelm. Instrumental music with a slow tempo
(60-80 bpm) was particularly effective, helping faculty achieve improved focus and a sense of calmness.

Secondly, music interventions positively impacted work-life balance by aiding participants in transitioning
from professional to personal roles more effectively. Faculty described music as a "buffer" that allowed them
to detach from work-related stress and focus on personal relationships and responsibilities, enhancing their
overall well-being.

The study also revealed disciplinary variations in the responses to music interventions. Faculty from arts and
humanities demonstrated a stronger emotional connection with music, finding it an extension of their creative
identities. Conversely, science and engineering faculty initially expressed skepticism but later recognized
cognitive benefits, such as enhanced clarity and reduced mental fatigue.

Another key theme was the role of personal preferences and cultural contexts in shaping the effectiveness of
music interventions. Participants found that self-selected music, particularly tracks with cultural or personal
significance, resonated more deeply and enhanced their engagement with the sessions. This underscores the
importance of designing culturally sensitive and personalized wellness programs.
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Finally, participants acknowledged the perceived long-term benefits of music interventions. They emphasized
that consistent integration of music into their daily routines could sustain stress management over time. Even
short listening sessions were recognized as effective tools for maintaining emotional balance and reducing
stress.

The findings of this study align with existing research that demonstrates music interventions' ability to reduce
physiological stress markers such as heart rate and cortisol levels, while also promoting emotional regulation.
Faculty participants reported experiencing significant reductions in anxiety and emotional overwhelm,
highlighting music's non-invasive nature as a tool for alleviating stress. This supports the growing body of
evidence that music can enhance mood and act as a therapeutic mechanism, particularly in high-pressure
environments such as academia. Music offers a practical, accessible intervention for stress management in
professions where mental and emotional well-being is often compromised.

The study revealed notable disciplinary variations in how faculty responded to music interventions,
emphasizing the need for tailored stress-management strategies. Faculty from arts and humanities
demonstrated a greater emotional connection with music, likely due to their familiarity with creative and
emotional processes. In contrast, science and engineering faculty, who are typically more analytical in their
approach, required time to adapt to the abstract nature of music interventions. These findings suggest that
disciplinary contexts significantly influence how faculty engage with and benefit from stress-management
techniques. As a result, customized approaches that consider the specific needs and preferences of different
academic fields are essential for maximizing the effectiveness of such interventions.

This study underscores the critical importance of personalization in music-based interventions. Participants
who were allowed to select their own music, or engage with music that resonated with their cultural
background, reported stronger emotional connections and more significant stress-reducing effects. These
results confirm previous studies that suggest familiarity with the music and its cultural relevance enhance its
therapeutic benefits. By personalizing the music choices, interventions become more meaningful and
effective, thus improving engagement and outcomes.

The findings suggest that music interventions can be a valuable component of institutional wellness programs.
Flexible, personalized music programs that cater to the diverse preferences of faculty members across
disciplines could serve as an effective tool for managing stress in higher education. Such programs not only
address individual stress levels but also have the potential to foster a sense of community among faculty
members through shared experiences. By integrating music-based interventions into faculty wellness
initiatives, institutions can promote mental and emotional well-being in a sustainable and accessible manner.

This study contributes to filling gaps in the existing literature by focusing on occupational stress among faculty
in higher education—an area often overlooked in music intervention research. Additionally, the study provides
gualitative evidence of how music can support emotional well-being and improve work-life balance, which
has received limited attention in previous studies. By highlighting these aspects, the study expands our
understanding of music's role in occupational stress management and lays the groundwork for future research
that can explore the long-term effects and broader applications of music interventions in academic settings.

IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY

Integration of Music Interventions in Higher Education Wellness Programs

This study provides compelling evidence for the integration of music interventions as part of institutional
wellness programs in higher education. By demonstrating that music can reduce stress, enhance emotional
regulation and improve work-life balance, universities can incorporate structured, personalized music sessions
into their faculty wellness initiatives. Such programs offer a non-invasive, accessible and cost-effective
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solution to address the growing issue of stress among academic staff, contributing to a healthier and more
productive work environment.

Customization of Stress-Management Strategies Across Disciplines
The findings highlight the importance of tailoring stress-management interventions based on the unique needs

of different academic disciplines. The study revealed that faculty from creative fields such as arts and
humanities responded more readily to music interventions compared to their colleagues in more analytical
disciplines like science and engineering. These insights suggest that wellness programs should be customized
to align with the characteristics and preferences of faculty members from diverse academic backgrounds.
Personalized music interventions that consider disciplinary differences can increase engagement and
effectiveness.

Personalization and Cultural Sensitivity in Wellness Programs
The study emphasizes the need for culturally sensitive and personalized wellness interventions. Faculty

members who were given the option to choose music based on personal preference or cultural relevance
experienced greater emotional connection and more significant stress reduction. This finding suggests that
wellness programs should allow for flexibility in music selection, considering the diverse cultural and personal
backgrounds of faculty members. Tailoring interventions to individual preferences can maximize the
effectiveness of stress-management strategies.

Promotion of Emotional Well-Being and Work-Life Balance
The study underscores the potential of music to promote not only emotional well-being but also better work-

life balance. The ability to use music as a "buffer" between professional and personal life can help faculty
manage the demands of their roles while maintaining their mental and emotional health. Universities could
incorporate music interventions as a regular practice to help faculty manage the pressures of academia and
improve their quality of life, both inside and outside of the workplace.

Contribution to Future Research and Practice
This research contributes to the limited body of qualitative studies on the role of music in stress management

in higher education. By exploring the lived experiences of faculty members, the study opens the door for
further investigation into the long-term effects of music interventions on faculty stress. Future research could
expand on these findings by exploring the broader application of music-based wellness strategies, including
the impact on faculty from diverse institutions and cultural settings, as well as its integration with other stress-
management practices such as mindfulness and physical exercise.

Encouragement for Faculty to Adopt Music as a Stress-Relief Tool
The study encourages faculty members to consider incorporating music into their daily routines as a self-

directed stress-relief tool. Given the positive feedback from participants, music interventions can be easily
incorporated into daily life to manage stress and improve mental health. Faculty can use music during breaks,
before or after work, or during stressful periods to enhance emotional well-being. The simplicity and flexibility
of music make it an ideal tool for fostering long-term, sustainable stress management practices in academia.

CONCLUSION

This study demonstrates the significant potential of music interventions as an effective, non-invasive tool for
stress management among faculty members in higher education. The findings highlight how music can reduce
anxiety, improve emotional regulation, enhance work-life balance and foster better mental well-being. The
study underscores the importance of tailoring music interventions to the specific needs of faculty from
different academic disciplines, as well as considering personal and cultural preferences to maximize their
effectiveness.
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By integrating music-based wellness programs into institutional initiatives, higher education institutions can
provide faculty with accessible, cost-effective tools to manage occupational stress and improve overall quality
of life. Moreover, this research contributes valuable qualitative insights into the role of music in stress
reduction, filling a gap in the existing literature on occupational wellness in academia.

The implications of these findings suggest that personalized music interventions can be an integral part of
comprehensive stress-management strategies in higher education. Future research should explore the long-
term effects of music on faculty well-being, as well as how music interventions can be combined with other
wellness practices to create a holistic approach to mental health and stress management in academic settings.
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