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Abstract: The aim of this study was to investigate the effect of a classical
piano music therapy on the level of depression in patients with mild to
moderate depressive symptoms. The study was conducted on four groups
of random patients, who underwent Beck Depression Inventory surveys
on a monthly basis. A significant, 1.5-2.0-fold (p = 0.001), drop in the
mean depression score was found in patients after exposure to classical
piano music therapy. Listening to classical music is recommended as a
means of treatment for mild depressive disorders and as an additional
therapy for patients with moderate depression.
Keywords: Depressive disorder; Music therapy; Classical music; Black
metal.

Resumo: O objetivo deste estudo foi investigar o efeito da musicoterapia
com piano clássico no nível de depressão em pacientes com sintomas
depressivos leves a moderados. O estudo foi conduzido em quatro
grupos de pacientes aleatórios, que passaram por pesquisas do
Inventário de Depressão de Beck mensalmente. Uma queda significativa
de 1,5-2,0 vezes (p = 0,001) no escore médio de depressão foi encontrada
em pacientes após exposição à musicoterapia clássica de piano.
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Ouvir música clássica é recomendado como meio de tratamento para
transtornos depressivos leves e como terapia adicional para pacientes
com depressão moderada.
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Introduction
The ever-accelerating pace of society development places
increasing demands on individuals (WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION,
2018). A busy lifestyle means having many stressful situations.
A prolonged exposure to stress can eventually provoke the
development of a broad range of diseases, from physical to mental
(NGUYEN et al., 2011; HO et al., 2015).
A depressive disorder is one of the most common mental
conditions (MIASKOWSKI et al., 2017) that is latent and manifests
itself more frequently in people as they become older (SANDADI
et al., 2011). In recent years, this condition has been increasingly
diagnosed in individuals aged between 10 and 20 years (SULLIVAN
et al., 2017). The major challenges posed by this disease are that
it is difficult to found in its early stages (SULLIVAN et al. 2018) and
that it may result in an act of suicide (BRADT et al., 2016).
There are two groups at risk from a depressive disorder
distinguished, adolescents and individuals aged over 45 (LIN et
al., 2011). While adolescents have many unsuccessful suicide
attempts, older people tend to die on their first (FENG et al., 2018).
Such a determined suicidal behavior grows from the feelings of
hopelessness, insignificance, and non-satisfaction with one’s own
achievements. Adolescents, on the contrary, are only growing to
become a full-fledged personality. Their bodies undergo hormonal
changes that occur in the puberty phase (TSAI et al., 2014). This
period is critical for socialization. The quality of life in adulthood
depends on how well an individual adjusted to changes that took
place in adolescence. These changes are understood as social
reorientation and the breakdown of previous relationships, which
result in an inner conflict, the mismatch between expectations and
the real life (BILGIC and ACAROĞLU, 2017). Frustration that comes
along with this conflict eventually results in a mood disorder (CHEN
et al., 2018). As it was found, the first symptoms of depression or
depressive disorder typically occur at age 14, among which 8 to
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25% of onsets are serious but overlooked (BEAULIEU-BOIRE et
al., 2013). Out of all patients having a depressive disorder, 21%
continue to feel low throughout life and only 2.5% of people are
diagnosed with it at their first appointment with a psychiatrist
(NILSSON, 2011).
Over the last three decades, the incidence of depressive
disorders has increased 2 to 3-fold, especially in developed countries
with high-stress levels (KARVINEN et al., 2013). Adolescents with a
suspected depressive disorder must be handled with a degree of
diagnostic caution, for this age group demonstrates mood swings,
often deviant and asocial behavior, and nihilism (THORNTON
et al., 2010). The rate of adolescents with depressive symptoms
tends to increase with age. For instance, this mood disorder may
be found in up to 20% of individuals aged 14 and older, and 10%
show interest in topics that cause depressive thoughts. Among
15-year-olds, almost half (42%) experience depression, 18% have
a very low self-esteem, and 7% have suicidal thoughts (ROBB et
al., 2011). This pattern is due to the onset of changes associated
with puberty. Depressed adolescents who undergo treatment in a
clinical setting are mostly male (LAI et al., 2012). The ratio of suicide
thoughts to suicide attempts to suicide is 100: 10: 1. By statistics,
over 1 thousand young people die by suicide in the world every
day and this number doubled over the past 10 years (BAGRI et al.,
2016).
Overall, individuals diagnosed with a depressive disorder have
an unrealistic or distorted perceptions of reality. There is more,
depressive and suicidal thoughts may intensify and dominate
thinking with neuropsychic maladaptation (MCCLEAN et al.,
2012). Hence, depression and stress are a precondition of suicide
(KOELSCH, 2014; LAFÇI and ÖZTUNÇ, 2015; BRO et al., 2018;
SIHVONEN et al., 2017).
In adolescence, stress and depression take roots in the social
setting, growing from family conflicts, poor learning performance,
and low self-esteem (TRIMBLE, 2012). Depressive conditions are
frequently treated with the use of medications (pharmacotherapy),
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e.g., antidepressants and serotonin reuptake inhibitors (COULTON et
al., 2015). This approach is not necessarily productive, as some drugs
may have negative side effects (DAYKIN et al., 2018), and is good for
patients with severe affective disturbances. Group and individual
psychotherapy methods are also commonly addressed (FERRERI et
al., 2014). Given the shortage of effective methods for the treatment
of depressive disorders, it is still relevant to seek alternatives, such
as music therapy, which has been gaining popularity in recent years
(WERNER et al., 2009; BOTTIROLI et al., 2014).
The recent decades have been a fruitful period for advancements
in music production. People received more opportunities to add
to the diversity of music genres and the line between different
styles of music blurred. The role of music in a person’s daily living
thus grew but its effect on mental health may be different for
each individual (ALBORNOZ, 2011). Music is the most affordable
means of therapy that may be found in every house and which
can help improve one’s mental state and overall performance
(DESHMUKH et al., 2009; AALBERS et al., 2017; JORET et al., 2017;
ENAIZAN et al., 2020). Attention paid to the music therapy research
is, however, insufficient and embraces the effects of passive/
active listening on the psychophysiological state of a person and
electroencephalographic screening (STURM et al., 2015; DI LIBERTO
et al., 2018).
Music evokes many emotions in those listening to it and
can bring up both positive and negative emotional states
(MIENDLARZEWSKA and TROST, 2014). Thus, music may serve as a
noninvasive instrument of treatment and costs little (CONG et al.,
2012a). Different styles of music inflict positive to negative effects
upon a healthy person during the music therapy session (CONG et
al., 2012b). Some of these styles are underestimated as therapeutic
agents (DI LIBERTO et al., 2015), classical music specifically. The
young people of today give preferences to fast and aggressive
rhythms, which tend to worsen their depressive symptoms.
Music therapy is normally used to treat mild to moderate
depressive disorders (BIDELMAN and ALAIN, 2015). Yet, it may show
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different results in treating depressed individuals depending on the
choice of music (ZENDEL and ALAIN, 2014). Studies on the effect of
different styles of music on the human health and mind (BUGOS
et al., 2007, 2016; AMERICAN MUSIC THERAPY ASSOCIATION, 2011)
report adverse consequences of listening to modern music such
as heavy metal, hip-hop and techno in depressed and anxious
individuals (CHA et al., 2014). Other styles such as folk music or
classical music had a beneficial effect by contrast (ZHANG et al.,
2016).
There are a few comprehensive studies on the novel approaches
in music therapy used in the treatment of other health issues
(SCHOLZ et al., 2016). In parallel to major findings, they revealed
that music, including classical, has a strong influence on the human
mind (VAN DER MEULEN et al., 2014). However, there is a gap in the
knowledge of how long-term and regular music listening sessions
affect the mind of depressed patients. Among works devoted to
classical music, none examine the influence of its individual styles,
e.g., piano styles, on the health of patients with mood disorders.
This work aims to evaluate the therapeutic effect of classical
piano music styles on the emotional state of patients with mild to
moderate depressive disorders undergoing regular and long-term
music therapy.

Materials and Methods
Research design and sample
A randomized study on four groups of patients was conducted
in 2018 in the Psychiatric Clinic No. 5, QingHai, China. The first
group included 35 patients with mild depressive disorders who
attended music therapy sessions at the clinic. The second group
consisted of 42 patients with moderate depressive disorders.
The control group included 50 people without mood disorders
and other mental illnesses. The challenged group consisted of 27
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people who underwent no treatment and were exposed to extreme
music, i.e., black metal (Shining, Burzum, Satyricon, etc.). The first
and second groups were asked to listen to classical piano music
(Beethoven, Chopin, Tchaikovsky and Mozart) one hour, twice a
week, for a year. For comfort, patients were offered headphones
and individual listening rooms with dimmed light levels. The music
was exclusively instrumental, since the message of the lyrics could
distort the results of the study. The third and fourth groups were
not exposed to classical music. All patients signed the informed
consent to participate in the study. Data on the age and gender
composition of the research population are presented in Table 1.
Table 1 - Age and Gender Distribution of Patients within Groups
Group

Males, #

Females, #

Mean age, males

Mean age, females

Mild depression

20

15

16.1 ± 2.4

15.9 ± 2.6

Moderate depression

22

20

15.5 ± 2.1

15.8 ± 1.9

Control

24

26

16.4 ± 1.9

16.2 ± 1.5

Challenged

20

7

16.5 ± 2.8

15.8 ± 2.1

Source: Own development

Data in the table above show that all groups are comparable
in age and gender composition to each other. The fourth group
included mostly men, who constitute the major audience of black
metal music. All patients did not receive any medication during
the observation period. Once a month, patients were screened
for depression with a Beck Depression Inventory or BDI (cutoffs:
0 to 9 for normal range; 10 to 15 for mild depression; 16 to 19 for
borderline clinical depression; 20 to 29 for moderate depression;
30 to 63 for severe depression).

Statistical analysis
Statistical data were processed my means of Past, v. 3.0. An
independent t-test was used to determine if there is a significant
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difference two groups. Differences were considered significant
at p=0.05 (baseline). Different significance levels were discussed
separately.

Results and Discussion
Statistically significant differences between groups were found
at all stages of the study (Figure 1).
Figure 1 - Mean BDI scores in research groups

Source: Own development
Note: figure contains means and standard errors of the mean.

The challenged group scored 3.0 times higher than normal
controls (p=0.001) and reached the zone of a second group after
the music therapy. Moreover, the fourth group scored 1.26-fold
higher than the first group before therapy (p = 0.05) and twofold
higher than the first group after therapy. Difference between the
second group before music therapy and the fourth group was 4.8
points with the second group scoring higher.
Differences within the first and second groups before and after
therapy turned out to be significant. After the music therapy, the
mean depression score in the first group decreased 1.57-fold (p =
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0.01), reaching the normal range. The second group demonstrated
a similar trend with a mean depression score falling to a point 1.27
times lower, as compared to a before-treatment score value (p=0.05).
The mean score of patients in the second group fell within the range
for moderate depression. Thus, music therapy significantly reduced
the level of depression. In a number of instances, the study showed
significant gender differences (Figure 2).
Figure 2 - Gender-sensitive distribution of mean BDI scores within research
groups

Source: Own development

There were no differences found in the mean depression
scores between men and women in the control group as well as in
the second and first groups before the music therapy. Significant
differences were found for both men and women within the first
group before and after the music therapy. While men demonstrated
a 1.52-fold drop in the mean depression score (p=0.01), women
were showing a slightly better progress with a mean depression
score that decreased 1.60-fold (p=0.01). There were no differences
found between men and women within the first group after the
music therapy. Men in the second group demonstrated a 1.25-fold
improvement in depression level after the music therapy (p=0.05),
while in women, the mean depression score was 1.29 times lower,
as compared to an initial score (p=0.05). Within this group, no
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statistically significant differences between genders were found.
However, a significant difference was found between the first and
second groups. For instance, men in the first group scored 2.1 times
lower after treatment than those in the second group (p=0.001),
and women scored 2.1 times lower, as compared to the second
group after the music therapy. No differences in scores between
genders were found. From this one may conclude that listening
to music reduces the mean depression score 1.5-2-fold regardless
of the listener’s gender. On the other hand, music therapy is
best used to people with mild depression according to Beck, as
this depression level does not require the use of medication and
psychiatric assistance.
Technological advances are a breeding ground for stress
experiences in social individuals (CHEN, 2018). Events associated
with the use of technologies are especially stressful in developed
countries, where cultural heritage fades into the background or
disappears completely. The range of common stress factors (high
pollution and living in an information society) broadens to embrace
noise pollution, exposure to electromagnetic fields from operating
equipment, and so on (IRISH et al., 2006).
Music has a decisive influence on the person’s emotional
state and mind, as it provides emotional experience (SIMMONSSTERN et al., 2010). Aggressive and fast music that is perceived
as “heavy” will press upon a person (VAN DER STEEN et al., 2017).
On the contrary, calm can release positive feelings (ZHANG et al.,
2017). This coincides with the present findings data. Listening to
classical piano music turned to be more beneficial than listening
to black metal. The main purpose of music is to reproduce the
dominant emotional experiences of a person (SARKAMO et al.,
2014, 2015, 2016). Hence, to shape an emotionally intelligent
personality, it is necessary to timely determine dominant emotions
and find a way to manage them. This will lay a foundation for the
successful socialization. The impact of music is undeniable. As a
means of therapy, music prevails over other types of art in terms
of effectiveness (GIOVAGNOLI et al., 2018). Music therapy is either
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passive (listening to music) and active (reproducing music). The
active therapy is much more productive than its passive alternative
but not everyone wants and/or is able to play music (ASHOORI et
al., 2015). Therefore, passive therapy is a simpler solution because
all patients with mild to moderate depression are able to handle it
(HAN et al., 2018).
The same piece of music may evoke the opposite emotions
depending on its tempo and mode. Classical music, especially
piano music, helps sooth one’s mind and soul (YOUNG et al., 2019).
Among others, the compositions written by P. I. Tchaikovsky, e.g.,
Romeo and Juliet, were recognized as the most effective. Longterm and regular listening to soothing compositions helps release
stress, calm down your nervous system, and, eventually, reduce
the level of depression. At the psychophysiological level, listeners
demonstrated an improvement in their cognitive functions as
well as strengthening of synaptic connections between neurons
(GIOVAGNOLI et al., 2018).
Data on other styles of music are contradictory. On the one
hand, rock music can have a positive effect that is similar to that
of classic music. Its heavier subgenres, however, such as black
metal, can have a negative effect. When listening to intense music,
individuals may experience a decrease in concentration and
memory function due to the release of stress hormones. In these
conditions, mental activity will generally decrease, the number
of mistakes made during the cognitive routine will increase, and
a feeling of overall fatigue will strike. The consequence is the
development of mood disorders (SARKAMO et al., 2016). To sum
up, not only music can cure depression, it also has the potential to
spark a depressive disorder.

Conclusions
A significant, 1.5-2.0-fold (p = 0.001), drop in the mean
depression score was found in patients after exposure to classical
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piano music therapy. No differences between men and women
within each group were found. The mean score reported by black
metal listeners, 16.7 points, was comparable with that reported by
patients with moderate depression. Music therapy had a positive
effect on patients in the first and second groups, reducing their levels
of depression to lower cases. Patients with moderate depression
turned out to be less treatable; their responses to music therapy
were a 1.2 to 1.3-fold decrease in self-reporting depression scores.
Given such results, listening to classical music is recommended
as a means of treatment for mild depressive disorders and as an
additional therapy for patients with moderate depression.
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