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Abstract 
This comprehensive review examines the effectiveness of music therapy as an intervention for alleviating symptoms of 

depression and anxiety across various populations and clinical settings. Drawing on a wide range of empirical research, 

including randomized controlled trials (RCTs), systematic reviews, and meta-analyses, the findings demonstrate that music 

therapy consistently reduces depressive and anxious symptoms, often with medium to large effect sizes. The review also 

explores the theoretical foundations of music therapy, including its psychological, cognitive-behavioral, and biological 

mechanisms of action, which collectively contribute to its efficacy. Clinical implications suggest that music therapy could be 

integrated into standard mental health care protocols as a standalone or adjunctive treatment, particularly given its non-

invasive nature and minimal side effects. However, the review also identifies several limitations in the current body of 

research, including the heterogeneity of study designs and the need for more high-quality, long-term studies. Future research 

directions include standardizing intervention protocols, exploring the mechanisms of action in greater depth, and assessing 

the long-term sustainability of therapeutic outcomes. Overall, this review supports the growing consensus that music therapy 

is a valuable and effective tool for managing symptoms of depression and anxiety, with significant potential for broader 

application in mental health care. 
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Introduction 
Depression and anxiety are widespread mental health disorders, significantly impacting global public health (Choi et al., 

2008). Traditional treatments, such as pharmacotherapy and psychotherapy, often have limitations, prompting increased 

interest in non-pharmacological therapies like music therapy (Chen et al., 2015). Defined by the American Music Therapy 

Association, music therapy utilizes evidence-based musical interventions to achieve therapeutic goals within a professional 

relationship (Burns et al., 2007). Recent studies indicate that music therapy can effectively reduce symptoms of depression and 

anxiety, often complementing conventional treatments (Browning, 2001; Cassileth et al., 2003; Argstatter et al., 2006). The 

mechanisms behind its efficacy include physiological effects, such as cortisol reduction and dopamine increase, as well as 

psychological benefits like emotional expression and relaxation (Aalbers et al., 2017). Despite growing evidence, a 

comprehensive review focused on the role of music therapy in treating these conditions is needed. This review aims to assess 

music therapy's effectiveness, explore its underlying mechanisms, and compare it to other interventions, with implications for 

integrating music therapy into standard care, particularly given the mental health challenges exacerbated by the COVID-19 

pandemic. 

Methodology 
To conduct a comprehensive review of the role of music therapy in alleviating symptoms of depression and anxiety, a 

systematic literature search was performed across multiple electronic databases. These included Google scholar, Scispace, 

PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, Cochrane Library, and Embase. The search was designed to capture relevant studies 

published up until July 2024. The search terms used were a combination of keywords associated with music therapy, 

depression, anxiety, and mental health. Specifically, search strings included terms such as "music therapy," "depression," 

"anxiety," "mental health," "randomized controlled trials," "systematic review," and "meta-analysis." Boolean operators 

(AND, OR) were employed to combine search terms and enhance the search's specificity and sensitivity (Clark et al., 2006). 

The search strategy was supplemented by manual searches of reference lists from relevant articles and previous reviews to 

identify additional studies that might have been missed during the electronic search. Furthermore, gray literature, including 

conference proceedings, dissertations, and government reports, was explored to capture unpublished studies or those not 

indexed in the selected databases. The search was restricted to peer-reviewed articles published in English to ensure the 

inclusion of studies with rigorous methodological standards. 
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Review of Empirical Studies 

Overview of Included Studies 
The variety of research evidence supports the effectiveness of music therapy in reducing symptoms of depression and anxiety 

(Lu et al., 2021). This review synthesizes findings from randomized controlled trials (RCTs), systematic reviews, and meta-

analyses, providing a comprehensive understanding of music therapy's impact on these mental health conditions. The reviewed 

studies encompass a wide range of populations, including children with autism, elderly patients with chronic diseases, and 

individuals undergoing cancer treatment, demonstrating the broad applicability of music therapy across diverse demographics 

and clinical settings. The studies were meticulously selected based on stringent inclusion criteria, emphasizing high-quality 

RCTs and systematic reviews that evaluated the effects of music therapy on depression and anxiety. This review offers a 

detailed overview of the various implementations of music therapy and its efficacy across different clinical environments. 

Effectiveness of Music Therapy on Depression 
Numerous studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of music therapy in reducing symptoms of depression. For instance, 

Morgan et al. (2011) conducted a systematic review and meta-analysis of RCTs, which showed that music therapy 

significantly improved depressive symptoms in patients with various conditions, including schizophrenia and major depressive 

disorder. The meta-analysis reported a moderate-to-large effect size, indicating that music therapy is a powerful tool in the 

management of depression. 

In another study, Aalbers et al. (2017) reviewed the impact of music therapy on depression among patients with chronic 

diseases. The authors found that music therapy, particularly when combined with conventional medical treatments, 

significantly reduced depressive symptoms and improved overall quality of life. The review highlighted that music therapy’s 

non-invasive nature and minimal side effects make it an attractive complementary therapy for managing chronic illness-related 

depression, where patients often face multiple comorbidities and medication burdens. 

The effectiveness of music therapy in depression management is further supported by studies focusing on specific subgroups, 

such as the elderly. For example, a meta-analysis by Zhao et al. (2016) found that music therapy was particularly effective in 

reducing depression among older adults, a population that often experiences depression as a result of chronic illness, social 

isolation, and cognitive decline. The study emphasized that music therapy not only alleviated depressive symptoms but also 

enhanced cognitive functioning and social interaction, which are crucial for improving the quality of life in this demographic. 

Effectiveness of Music Therapy on Anxiety 
The role of music therapy in reducing anxiety is well-documented across various clinical populations. A systematic review by 

Aalbers et al. (2017) found that music therapy significantly reduced anxiety levels in patients undergoing medical procedures, 

individuals with chronic illnesses, and those receiving mental health care. The review included studies with diverse 

methodologies and reported that music therapy, particularly when administered by trained therapists, had a consistent and 

significant impact on reducing anxiety symptoms. 

One of the key findings from the review was that the type of music therapy intervention—whether it involved active 

participation, such as playing instruments, or passive listening—did not significantly alter the effectiveness in reducing 

anxiety. However, personalized music therapy sessions tailored to the individual's preferences were found to be more effective 

than standard, pre-recorded music interventions. This aligns with the principles of personalized medicine, where treatments are 

tailored to the unique needs and preferences of the patient to maximize therapeutic outcomes. 

Zhao et al. (2016) also explored the impact of music therapy on anxiety among breast cancer patients, a group particularly 

vulnerable to high levels of anxiety due to the stress associated with cancer diagnosis and treatment. The study found that 

music therapy, especially when administered alongside conventional treatments like chemotherapy, significantly reduced 

anxiety levels. The authors suggested that the calming effect of music, combined with its ability to provide emotional support, 

made it an effective adjunct therapy for this population. 

Comparison with Other Therapeutic Interventions 
When compared to other therapeutic interventions, such as pharmacotherapy or cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), music 

therapy has shown comparable efficacy in some cases and superior outcomes in others. For instance, Guo et al. (2024) 

reported that music therapy, when used in conjunction with standard treatments, often resulted in better outcomes than 

standard treatments alone. This is particularly relevant in populations where pharmacotherapy may not be feasible due to side 

effects or contraindications. 

The non-invasive nature of music therapy, coupled with its ability to engage patients in a non-verbal, creative process, 

provides distinct advantages over traditional talk therapies like CBT, especially for patients who may struggle with verbal 
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communication or who have had limited success with conventional therapies. Moreover, studies have shown that music 

therapy can enhance the effects of other treatments by reducing stress and improving overall emotional well-being, which in 

turn can make patients more receptive to other forms of therapy (Kamioka et al., 2014). 

In comparison to pharmacotherapy, which often carries the risk of side effects and dependency, music therapy offers a safe 

and effective alternative or complementary treatment. Studies have demonstrated that music therapy can reduce the dosage of 

medications required to manage symptoms of depression and anxiety, thereby reducing the risk of side effects and improving 

patient adherence to treatment regimens (Zhao et al., 2021). 

Factors Influencing Outcomes 
The effectiveness of music therapy in treating depression and anxiety is influenced by several factors, including the type of 

music used, the duration and frequency of therapy sessions, and the characteristics of the participants. For example, studies 

have shown that shorter interventions (less than 30 minutes) administered more frequently (twice daily) were particularly 

effective in reducing anxiety (De Witte et al., 2020). Similarly, personalized music therapy sessions, where the therapist tailors 

the music to the individual's preferences and emotional state, have been shown to be more effective than generic, pre-recorded 

music interventions (Aalbers et al., 2017). 

Cultural differences also play an important role in the effectiveness of music therapy. For example, the use of traditional music 

that resonates with a patient's cultural background can enhance therapeutic effects of music therapy. In contrast, music that is 

unfamiliar or discordant with the patient’s cultural preferences may reduce the therapy’s effectiveness. This highlights the 

significance of cultural competence in the delivery of music therapy and the need for therapists to consider the cultural context 

of their patients when designing and implementing music therapy interventions (De Witte et al., 2020). 

Additionally, the setting in which music therapy is delivered—whether in a group or individual format—can influence 

outcomes. Group music therapy sessions, where participants engage in shared musical activities, have been shown to foster a 

sense of community and support, which can enhance the therapeutic effects, particularly in reducing feelings of isolation and 

loneliness associated with depression (Gold et al., 2011) 

Discussion 

Synthesis of Key Findings 
This comprehensive review has highlighted the significant potential of music therapy as an effective intervention for 

alleviating symptoms of depression and anxiety across diverse populations and clinical settings. The findings from the 

reviewed empirical studies consistently demonstrate that music therapy can lead to significant reductions in depressive and 

anxious symptoms, often with medium to large effect sizes. These results are particularly compelling given the non-invasive 

nature of music therapy and its minimal side effects, making it an attractive alternative or complementary treatment to 

traditional pharmacotherapy and psychotherapy. 

One of the central findings from the review is the broad applicability of music therapy across various demographic groups, 

including children with autism, elderly patients with chronic diseases, and individuals undergoing treatment for cancer. This 

wide-ranging effectiveness suggests that music therapy is a versatile tool that can be tailored to meet the specific needs of 

different populations. For instance, the effectiveness of music therapy in reducing depression among elderly patients, as 

highlighted by Gold et al. (2011), is particularly noteworthy given the challenges associated with treating depression in this 

population, such as the presence of comorbidities and the risk of adverse effects from pharmacological treatments. 

The review also underscores the importance of personalized music therapy interventions. Studies have shown that when music 

therapy is tailored to the individual’s preferences and emotional state, the therapeutic outcomes are significantly enhanced (De 

Witte et al., 2022). This aligns with the principles of personalized medicine, which emphasize the need for treatments that are 

customized to the unique characteristics of each patient. The evidence suggests that personalized music therapy not only 

improves the effectiveness of the intervention but also increases patient engagement and satisfaction with the treatment 

process. 

Theoretical and Clinical Implications 
The theoretical foundations of music therapy, as discussed in the Theoretical Framework section, provide a robust explanation 

for its effectiveness in treating depression and anxiety. The principles of Group Counseling Theory and Musical 

Synchronization, along with the biological mechanisms involving the autonomic nervous system and endocrine responses, 

offer a comprehensive understanding of how music therapy influences mental health (Tsoi et al., 2018).. These theories 

highlight the multifaceted nature of music therapy, which addresses both psychological and physiological aspects of mental 

health disorders. 
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From a clinical perspective, the findings of this review have significant implications for the integration of music therapy into 

standard mental health care. Given its demonstrated efficacy, music therapy could be incorporated into treatment protocols for 

depression and anxiety, either as a standalone intervention or as an adjunct to existing treatments. For example, music therapy 

could be used in conjunction with cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) to enhance emotional processing and cognitive 

restructuring, or alongside pharmacotherapy to reduce the dosage and associated side effects of medications. 

Moreover, the non-verbal nature of music therapy makes it particularly suitable for patients who may struggle with traditional 

talk-based therapies. This includes individuals with communication difficulties, such as those with autism or severe 

depression, as well as patients who may be resistant to or disengaged from conventional therapies. Music therapy offers a 

creative and accessible approach to treatment, fostering a therapeutic environment that is both supportive and non-threatening 

(Gold et al., 2011). 

The review also highlights the potential for music therapy to be used in preventive care. By promoting relaxation, reducing 

stress, and enhancing overall emotional well-being, music therapy could be implemented as a preventive measure to reduce the 

risk of developing depression and anxiety, particularly in high-stress populations such as healthcare workers, caregivers, and 

individuals with chronic illnesses (Lu et al., 2021). 

Future Directions for Research 
Given the promising findings of this review, there are several areas where future research is needed to further advance the field 

of music therapy. First, there is a need for more large-scale, high-quality RCTs that standardize music therapy interventions 

and outcome measures. This would enable more reliable comparisons across studies and help to establish best practices for the 

use of music therapy in clinical settings. 

Second, future research should explore the mechanisms by which music therapy exerts its effects on depression and anxiety. 

While the theoretical foundations provide a strong basis for understanding the benefits of music therapy, more empirical 

research is needed to elucidate the specific neural, physiological, and psychological processes involved. This could involve 

neuroimaging studies, biomarker analysis, and qualitative research to gain a deeper understanding of how music therapy 

influences brain function and emotional regulation (Tsoi et al., 2018). 

Additionally, there is a need for studies that examine the long-term effects of music therapy. Understanding the durability of 

treatment benefits is crucial for determining the potential of music therapy as a sustainable intervention for chronic conditions 

like depression and anxiety. Longitudinal studies with follow-up assessments would provide valuable insights into the lasting 

impact of music therapy and its role in ongoing mental health care. 

Finally, future research should investigate the cultural and contextual factors that influence the effectiveness of music therapy. 

As this review has shown, personalized music therapy that aligns with the patient’s cultural background and personal 

preferences tends to yield better outcomes. Exploring how cultural differences affect the perception and impact of music 

therapy could lead to more culturally sensitive interventions that are tailored to the needs of diverse populations (Guo et al., 

2024). 

Conclusion 
This review highlights the effectiveness of music therapy in reducing symptoms of depression and anxiety, supported by 

robust evidence from randomized controlled trials and systematic reviews. Music therapy proves beneficial across various 

populations, including children, the elderly, and those with chronic illnesses, demonstrating its versatility as a complementary 

or alternative treatment in mental health care. Its therapeutic impact is rooted in its ability to engage patients emotionally and 

cognitively, offering a non-invasive method for emotional regulation. Theories such as Group Counseling, Musical 

Synchronization, and the Biological Basis of Music Therapy provide a framework for understanding its benefits. 

Clinically, music therapy can be integrated into standard care, either alone or alongside traditional treatments like 

pharmacotherapy and cognitive-behavioral therapy. Its non-invasive nature and adaptability make it an appealing option, 

especially for those resistant to conventional therapies. Despite its promise, the review notes the need for more research, 

particularly large-scale studies with standardized protocols, to better understand long-term outcomes and cultural factors. 

In conclusion, music therapy is a valuable, holistic intervention that enhances emotional well-being and quality of life, and it 

holds significant potential for broader application in mental health care. 
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