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Number of Publications on Music Therapy 

                                             Year 

Sources: Psycindex, PsychInfo, PubMed, Medline 



Type of Publication (1900-2005) 

Meta Analyses 
Reviews 
Clinical Studies 
Historical Articles 
Case Studies 



             Receptive Music Therapy for pain relief 
     The „Cochrane verdict“   

Music should not be considered a first line treatment for pain relief 
as the magnitude of its benefits is small. Listening to music for  
treatment of pain offers potential advantages of low cost, ease  
of provision, and safety. 

Cepeda et al. 2006: Cochrane Review 



             Receptive Music Therapy for pain relief 
     The „Cochrane verdict“   

Music should not be considered a first line treatment for pain relief 
as the magnitude of its benefits is small. Listening to music for  
treatment of pain offers potential advantages of low cost, ease  
of provision, and safety. 

This systematic review included 51 studies 
 involving 3663 subjects. 

The review authors found that music reduced 
pain, increased the number of patients who reported at least 50% pain  
relief, and reduced requirements for morphine-like analgesics.  

However, as the magnitude of these positive effects is small,  
the clinical relevance of music for pain relief in clinical practice is unclear 

Cepeda et al. 2006: Cochrane Review 



PubMed-Search (2/2009): 

Key-words:  
Music therapy, chronic pain, prospective study 

overall only 3 articles! 

only one applying active music therapy: 

Müller-Busch HC et al. Schmerz. (1997) 



Hypothetical Design:  
A Prospective randomized clinical trial 

Group 1 
Intervention 1 
Standard-
therapies 

Group 3 
Empty controls 

1.) Recruitement of patients 

(large number, homogenous with respect to diagostic, social, 
educational background) 
2.) Meaningful „pre-“ diagnostic measures (objective?) 

3.) Randomized assignements to groups 

4. Meaningful „post“ diagnostic measures (blinded evaluators) 

(Life Quality, Pain-Questionnaires etc. ). Objective Measures 

5.) Long-term outcome and sustainability 

Group 2 
Intervention 2 

 Standard-
therapies 

Standard-
therapies  
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„Mental Models“ or „Conceptions“ of Active  
Music Therapy in Pain: How does it work? 

Mahns 1996 Bolay et al.1999 Thaut et al. 2009 

„Medical Model“ „Depth-psychology 
model“ 

Neurolologic Music  
Therapy (NMT) 

„Psychodynamic Model“ „Cognitive-behavioral 
therapy“  

„Social Learning Model“ „Gestalt-Therapy“ 

„Humanistic 
Existentialist Model“ 

„Emotional activating 
Therapy“  



CNS: 
Perception 
Sensorimotor 
Modulation 
Autonomic  
responses 

Behaviour: 
Social Interactions 
Social Competence 

Consciousness: 
Feelings 
Pain evaluation 
Attention focus 

„Psychodynamic“ Model of Music Therapy 
in chronic pain (after Müller-Busch) 

H.C. Müller Busch:, (Pain and Music) Schmerz und Musik 1997 

Suggestive effects 

Emotional Stimulation 

Imaginations 

Awareness of hidden 
conflicts 

Aesthetic Experience 

Creative Activity 

Communication and Interaction 
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Chill Theories 

Chills related to  
FIGHT reaction 

  e.g., David Huron 

Chills related to  
SEPARATION CALL 

  e.g., Panksepp 

Chills related to  
AESTHETIC AWE 

  e.g., Konečni 



Examples for Chill-Music 



Examples for Chill-Music 



Positive correlation     Negative correlat. 

                with chill intensity 

=  Regions related to opioid-mediated      
    reward, to dopamin-mediated 
    motivation 



95% Konfidenzintervall 

~ 2s 

Psychophysiological correlates to Chill-Reactions: 
Heartrate und Galvanic Skin Response (Grand Average) 



Mean Arousal und Valence in self reports: 
A 20 seconds window around the „chill response“ 



One Subject – 7 Days – Chill Reactions 

Mahler 

Symphony No.2 
4th movement 

“Urlicht –  
Oh Röslein rot” 
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Satie‘s Vexations: to be played 840 times 

28 H
ours 



 Armin  Fuchs – the Pianist 



       Left parietal region  Right parietal region    

Wakefullness 

Trance 

Fatigue 

Kohlmetz et al. 2003 
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At age 15 (1887) At age 37 (1909) 

Alexander Nicolayevitch Scriabin 



  Alexander Scriabin 

6. 2.1872  born in Moscow 
       Early signs of musical giftedness 

Summer 1891  Tries to improve sonority by “deep touch”. Practices Liszt 
  Don Juan-Fantasy - Consequence: severe pain in the right arm 
  Stops playing with the right hand, develops left hand. 
  Right hand feels stiff, whenever he takes up piano playing 

1891-1894  Concert travels have to be postponed 
  Tries several cures in Russia (cumiss cure in Samara: bored) 

1894   Composes Prelude (and other works) for the left hand 

1895   Triumphant concerts with both hands, but hesitant with longer  
  practice times 

16. 5. 1896  Visiting Dr. Erb  in Heidelberg: prescribes hydrotherapy   
   (In Switzerland, Scriabin is extremely bored!) 
   
  From then: Uses pain as excuse for concert cancellations 
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Financial  
Times,  

27 Juli 1994 



Medical Problems among Musicians 
ICSOM-Study, 1987 

(ICSOM: International Conference of Symphony- and Opera-Musicians) 

•   Musicians from 48 orchestras (USA)  
•   2212 completed questionnaires were received and analyzed 

76% of musicians reported at least one medical
 problem  

that was severe in terms of its effect on performance. 

(Fishbein M, Middlestadt SE. Medical Problems among ICSOM musicians:  
overview of a national survey. Med Probl Perform Art 1988; 3: 1-8) 
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Pain-Mechanisms in the „Overuse-Syndrom“ 

•  local inflammation including 
•  release of pain mediators 

Overuse of the musculoskeletal system causes  

Bradykinin (released from blood vessels and damaged tissue)  

 is released by C fibers. It is associated with intense, persistent, 

Symptoms: •  swelling 
•  redness 
•  heat 
•  impaired function 
•  pain 



Muscle 

Tendon 

Pain mediators 

Spinal cord 

Neuron 

Motoneuron 

Vicious  
circle 

Threatening
 experience 

Chronification of pain: 
Persisting neuronal signals 

↓ 
 1) Down-regulation of pain    
     threshold 
2) Association: Instrument = Pain 

3) Impression of disaster 

4) relieving posture, 
    restricted  
    movement 
    patterns 

Perception of pain
 depending on: 
•  attention 
•  mood 
•  hormons 



Vicious  
circle 

Recovery: 

1) Understand the mechanism 
2) Up-regulation of pain threshold (swimming...) 

3) Learn to play music without pain 

4) Practice Strategies - pedagocical   
    intervention 

5) physical therapy 

6) physiotherapy, body awareness 

7) medication 

8) detect and avoid external triggers 
 - problems with the instrument 
 - manual strain in everyday life 
 - schedule overload 
 - psychological strains, social situation 



Pain sensation before and after follow up  
 Average 4,2 years, 128 musicians patients    

Wilcoxon Test: 
p < 0.001 

Before 

After 
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Summary and outlook 

  Sufficient and reliable research data on active music 
therapy in pain treatment are still missing  

  Generally, music therapy is now more in the state of a 
„Pre-Science“ according to Thomas Kuhn – scientific 
revolutions have to follow 

  Multimodal active music therapy may act on well founded 
neurobiological mechanisms 

  Musicians‘ pain demonstrates a specific example for pain 
management  

  But it also shows that pain is a societal challenge! 



Giacomo Balla, „Ritmi dell archetto”, 1912 


