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The Effects of Music Therapy on Patients Receiving Chemotherapy  

 Chemotherapy is a cancer treatment that can prolong the lives’ of patients who have 

cancer by minimizing intruding cancer cells. The treatment helps improve their quality of life by 

preventing and killing off the aggressive disease. Unfortunately, this treatment comes with 

unwanted side effects including, pain, anxiety, increased heart rate, increased pulse rate, nausea, 

vomiting, fatigue, lack of appetite, and depression. This is due to the treatment’s inability to 

target cancer cells and instead damage the body’s healthy cells too (Bilgiç & Acaroğlu, 2017). 

Cancer and the treatment of cancer can have a dramatic effect on the patient’s quality of life. 

Along with treatment comes physical illness associated with bio-physiological aspects, 

emotional and psychological problems, financial burden, and also the phenomenon of social 

exclusion (Spilioti et al., 2017). Music has been suggested to relieve these problems and serve as 

a simple, noninvasive and non-expensive complementary therapeutic intervention for those 

receiving chemotherapy.  

Problem Statement and Research Question 

Nurses hold the responsibility of providing their patients with adequate comfort and a 

therapeutic environment, especially when caring for patients with the detrimental side effects of 

chemotherapy. Since ancient times, music has been recognized to exert healing effects on 

humans and is considered one of the oldest methods of treating disease (Bilgiç & Acaroğlu, 

2017). Research claims that music attains the ability to regulate arousal levels, to evoke 

cognitive, emotional, and physiological responses, and to create pleasure, distraction, and well-

being in patients. This is possible because music is related to activity in the brain’s reward 

pathway, which regulates mood and emotion, which results in a decline of several side effects 

that patients experience with chemotherapy (Bro et al., 2019). Since we know the negative 
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effects of chemotherapy on patients and the positive effects of music, we want to know: how 

does music therapy combined with chemotherapy compared to no music therapy affect a patient 

and their quality of life? 

Theoretical Framework 

In Kolcaba’s Theory of Comfort, Kolcaba described comfort existing in three forms: 

relief, ease, and transcendence. Relief is when the particular needs of a patient is satisfied, which 

helps with pain, fear or anxiety. Ease is referring to the state of the person, where they are calm 

and content. Transcendence is when one outgrows difficult situations or pain and can be brought 

by spiritual support or a comfortable environment. Kolcaba also described four contexts in which 

the patient's comfort can occur: physical, psychospiritual, environmental, and sociocultural 

(Petiprin, 2019). 

Kolcaba’s Theory of Comfort relates to our topic as we are discussing how the 

environment that we provide (music therapy) can help with the pain, fear or anxiety, along with 

the associated side effects of chemotherapy. In research done with music therapy, it is evident 

that it heavily impacts three of the four contexts that Kolcaba describes, including their physical 

state, psychological and environmental. As for the physical aspect, the relief of symptoms 

including pain, exhaustion, nausea, lethargy, appetite and not feeling well demonstrated the most 

significant changes (Bilgiç & Acaroğlu, 2017). Psychologically, music therapy plays a role in the 

reduction of anxiety, facilitating sleep, and enabling relaxation. Additionally, it is a holistic, 

inexpensive, and natural intervention that can help patients cope with symptoms. Lastly, relating 

to the environmental aspect, music as a whole has the ability to alter the environment to make for 

a more relaxing process of receiving chemotherapy.  
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Synthesis of Literature 

 A PICO-question-guided literature review yielded three recent studies looking at the 

effects of music therapy on patients receiving intravenous chemotherapy. (Appendix A) These 

studies help contribute to the theory and evidence of music being a holistic approach to improve 

patient’s quality of life, reduce anxiety, and lessen some of the harsh mental health side effects 

associated with chemotherapy treatment.   

 Studies by Bilgic and Acaroğlu (2017), Bro et al. (2019), and Spilioti et al. (2017) each 

evaluated the effects that music has on patients receiving chemotherapy with similar inclusion 

criteria although using different designs and exploring variable outcomes. Bro et al. (2019) 

focused on a slightly different independent variable than the other two studies and was aimed at 

examining whether live music or prerecorded music listening decrease anxiety in newly 

diagnosed cancer patients receiving chemotherapy. The study ultimately found that live music, 

including any components of music therapy, can be used for reduction in anxiety in 

chemotherapy patients. Bilgiç and Acaroğlu (2017) studied the effects of music on anxiety but 

also wanted to see if listening to music would diminish the severity of chemotherapy symptoms 

in patients such as pain, tiredness, nausea, depression, drowsiness, lack or appetite, and shortness 

of breath. This study required a little bit more participation than the other studies as they also 

wanted to look at the effects of music on not only the initial time of treatment but also how it can 

minimize side effects post treatment. This required patients to listen to music at home as well. 

The study concluded that as a holistic nursing practice, listening to music can diminishes the 

severity of the symptoms experienced by patients receiving chemotherapy as it improves their 

comfort levels and overall quality of life. 
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 Similar to Bilgiç and Acaroğlu (2017), Spilioti et al. (2017) looked at the effects of music 

on pulse, blood pressure, and the overall quality of life of patients receiving chemotherapy. 

These two studies also shared some similar demographics such as both containing a majority of 

female participants and both having the most common type of cancer- breast cancer. Spilioti et 

al. (2017) found that music therapy did not have so much of an effect on the patient’s vital signs 

including pulse and blood pressure but had a significant impact on quality of life. The study 

showed a significant increase in the patients Mental Health Component Summary score, Role 

Emotional and Mental Health Score, as well as their Social Functioning Score.  

Conclusion 

Multiple studies along with supportive literature have found music therapy to be an 

inexpensive, non-invasive, and holistic nursing intervention that could be offered to patients 

receiving chemotherapy. This will allow nurses to not only provide patients with a comfortable 

environment to receive treatment, but it is also shown to positively influence the prognosis of 

treatment for those patients. By doing these interventions, nurses are also satisfying Kolcaba’s 

Theory of Comfort, which allows nurses to assess patients’ comfort needs and create a nursing 

care plan to meet those needs, by adding music therapy as one of many interventions to provide 

that level of comfort. While research has demonstrated that music is an extremely beneficial 

intervention, the full benefits of music have still not yet discovered. Progressing forward, 

research still needs to uncover more about how music can be used to not only impact patients’ 

level of anxiety, improve their quality of lives, and decrease symptoms of treatment, but also 

how it can positively influence patients’ vital signs. Limitations found in the research studies that 

could be revised in future studies include larger sample sizes, unlike the Bilgiç and Acaroğlu 

(2017) and Spilioti et al. (2017). studies, which had small sample sizes. Spilioti et al. (2017) also 
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noticed gaps in their research such as needing a more randomized control study and meta-

analyses. Confounding variables were also a limitation in research studies and could be better 

controlled.  
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Appendix A 
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Author last 

name and 

year of 

publication 

Research 

Question/Rese

arch 

Objective 

Sample 

 

Design Independen

t Variable 

OR 

Interventio

n OR 

Issue 

Dependent 

(Outcome)  

Variable 

 

Significant 

Results 

Limitations/

Gaps 

Strengths 

 

 

Bilgiç & 

Acaroğlu, 

2017 

 

 

Assess the 

effects of 

music therapy 

for patients 

receiving 

chemotherapy 

by comparing 

the control 

group and 

treatment 

group 

70 patients 

using a 

convenience 

sample in a 

chemotherapy 

unit of a 

hospital 

located in 

Turkey 

Quasi-

experimental 

design 

Music 

therapy 

Symptoms that 

accompany 

chemotherapy 

pain, tiredness, 

nausea, 

anxiety, 

drowsiness, 

lack of 

appetite, not 

feeling well 

shortness of 

breath 

Statistically 

significant 

mean 

difference 

between the 

groups in 

scores 

for pain (p = 

.002), 

exhaustion (p 

< .001), 

nausea (p = 

.019), anxiety 

(p = .002), 

lethargy (p < 

.001), lack of 

appetite (p = 

.001), and not 

feeling well 

(p < .001). 

No significant 

difference 

between the 

groups in 

mean scores 

for depression 

(p = .058) and 

shortness of 

- Small 

sample size 

 

- Many 

variables and 

confounding 

factors could 

have 

influenced 

the results  

 

-Length of 

the study 

- Data was 

collected from 

the control 

group first to 

prevent 

patients 

affecting each 

other and 

preventing the 

matter of 

randomization. 

 

- Used 

validated 

instruments to 

measure 

outcomes 
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breath (p = 

.182) 

 

 

Bro et al., 

2019 

 

 

 

 

Assess the 

effects of live 

music and pre-

recorded music 

on anxiety of 

patients newly 

diagnosed with 

lymphoma 

who are 

receiving 

chemotherapy. 

143 Hodgkin 

and non-

Hodgkin 

lymphoma 

patients 

selected from 

6 hospitals 

departments 

of hematology 

in Denmark. 

The study 

was a three-

armed design 

categorizing 

three 

separate 

groups: 

multi-center, 

randomized 

and control. 

Live music 

and pre-

recorded 

music 

therapy 

Anxiety - Borderline 

significant 

decrease in 

anxiety in live 

music group 

compared to 

standard care 

(p = 0.05) 

 

- Non-

significant 

decrease in 

anxiety in 

recorded 

music group 

compared 

with standard 

care (P = 

0.18) 

 

- No satirical 

significant 

difference 

between the 

two music 

intervention 

groups 

 

- No 

significant 

differences in 

End of 

assessment 

happened 

after the end 

of cancer 

treatment 

rather than 

ending at the 

same time 

interval for 

everybody.  

Another 

limitation 

was that only 

14% of the 

patients in 

the CD group 

received less 

than five 

music 

interventions 

while the 

proportion 

was 27% 

meaning it 

was much 

higher in the 

music group 

which may 

have 

weakened the 

- The study 

included a 

well-described, 

uniform group 

of newly 

diagnosed 

lymphoma 

patients 

receiving 

chemotherapy. 

 

- Sample size 

determined by 

power analysis 

 

- Validated 

instruments 

used to 

measure 

outcomes 
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secondary 

outcomes 

effect of live 

music 

resulting in 

an imbalance 

of the linear 

mixed 

model. Only 

46% of the 

qualified 

patients were 

included in 

the study for 

lack of 

mental and 

physical 

energy which 

will overall 

weaken the 

strengths of 

the results. 

Spilioti et al., 

2017 

 

 

 

 

 

Assess the 

effects of 

recorded music 

on pulse and 

blood pressure 

levels as well 

as on quality of 

life of cancer 

patients who 

received 

intravenous 

chemotherapy 

in one day. 

34 cancer 

patients 

selected from 

the 

chemotherapy 

day unit of a 

military 

hospital in 

Athens, 

Greece. 

Pre and post-

test design 

without 

randomizatio

n 

Music based 

intervention 

Changes on 

blood pressure 

levels, heart 

rate, & quality 

of life 

Significant 

increase in 

Mental Health 

Component 

Summary 

score(p=.031)

, Role 

Emotional 

score 

(p=0.009), 

and Mental 

Health score 

(p=.038) 

- Small study 

population 

 

- Not 

randomized 

 

- Participants 

did not suffer 

from the 

same type of 

cancer  

 

- The 

Used validated 

instruments to 

measure 

outcomes 
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 patients were 

receiving 

different 

types of 

medications 

 

- Not all of 

the patient's 

music 

preferences 

were met 

with the pre 

recorded 

music 

 

- It was not 

examined on 

a long term 

basis 
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Appendix B 

Annotated Bibliography 

            The following bibliography summarized three articles that will be used in the final 

influence paper. Each summary discusses the strengths and limitations of each article and the 

article's importance in relation to our final paper. 

Bilgiç, Ş., & Acaroğlu, R. (2017). Effects of listening to music on the comfort of chemotherapy 

patients. Western Journal of Nursing Research, 39(6), 745–762. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0193945916660527 

This quasi-experimental study aimed to use music to reduce the symptoms of 

chemotherapy. Data was collected from the patients directly by using a patient monitoring form, 

the Edmonton Symptom Assessment System (ESAS), and the General Comfort Questionnaire 

(QCQ). The study concluded that there was a statistically significant mean difference between 

the two groups regarding symptoms such as pain, exhaustion, nausea, anxiety, lethargy, lack of 

appetite, and not feeling well. Overall, the research confirmed that listening to music diminishes 

the severity of the symptoms experienced by patients receiving chemotherapy and improves their 

comfort levels. Limitations of this study include the small sample size used and the length of the 

study. Additionally, there is a lack of acknowledgement of the variables and confounding factors 

that could have played a role, such as medications the patients were prescribed and other non-

pharmaceutical measures the patients were doing outside of music therapy. Strengths of this 

study was that the data was collected from the control group first to prevent patients from 

affecting each other and preventing the matter of randomization. This article will be useful in our 

research paper as it demonstrates there are positive effects of music on patients’ symptoms while 

undergoing chemotherapy 
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Bro, M. L., Johansen, C., Vuust, P., Enggaard, L., Himmelstrup, B., Mourits-Andersen, 

T.,Brown, P., d'Amore, F., Andersen, E., Abildgaard, N., & Gram, J. (2019). Effects of 

live music during chemotherapy in lymphoma patients: A randomized, controlled, multi-

center trial. Supportive Care in Cancer, 27(10), 3887–3896. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s00520-019-04666-8 

The aim of this randomized control trial was to examine whether live music and/or pre-

recorded music decreased anxiety among the randomized study group. It was a multi-center, 

three-armed design consisting of either 30 minutes of patient-preferred live music listening, or 

patient preferred pre-recorded music listening vs. standard care without music during 

chemotherapy. The study found a borderline significant decrease in anxiety in newly diagnosed 

lymphoma patients listening to live music during their chemotherapy sessions. Weaknesses of 

this study include the difficulty in measuring quality of life of hematology/oncology patients 

who underwent chemotherapy due to individuality and multidimensionality. In addition to this, 

the number of chemotherapy cases varied in subtypes as Hodgkin lymphoma patients received 

between 3-6 treatments and non-Hodgkin patients received 12-16. This being said, the end of 

assessment happened after the end of the cancer treatment, rather than ending at the same time 

interval for everybody, so the end of assessment data was not included in the main analysis. Due 

to the complexity of music, it makes it difficult to simplify in order to study the depth of cancer 

treatment. A strength of this study is how it included a well-described and uniform group of 

newly diagnosed lymphoma patients who are receiving chemotherapy. This article is beneficial 

to our paper as it is a reliable source which demonstrates the positive outcomes of live music on 

patients receiving chemotherapy.  
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Spilioti, E. D., Galanis, P. A., Konstantakopoulou, O. K., & Kalokairinou, A. G. (2017). The 

effects of music on cancer patients submitted to chemotherapy treatment. International 

Journal of Caring Sciences, 10(3), 1465-1477. 

This quasi-experimental study aimed to assess the effects of recorded music on pulse and 

blood pressure levels, as well as on the quality of life of cancer patients who received 

intravenous chemotherapy in one day. The researchers used a pre and post-test design without 

randomization. The study found statistically significant differences between pre and post 

measurements and an impact on health-related quality of life. The study has some weaknesses 

related to population, sample size and duration. Overall, this article is helpful in determining the 

relationship between chemotherapy and the effects of music therapy on the patient's overall 

quality of life. 

 


