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ABSTRACT 

Stress has become an inseparable feature of contemporary professional and academic life, exerting significant 

effects on both mental and physical health. As individuals search for accessible and meaningful coping 

mechanisms, music has emerged as a universal form of emotional expression and psychological restoration. 

This qualitative research explores how listening to music functions as a therapeutic mechanism for stress relief 

among professionals engaged in intellectually demanding occupations. Using Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis (IPA) and Thematic Analysis, semi-structured interviews and naturalistic listening experiments were 

conducted with eight participants who reported varying levels of occupational stress. Through careful 

interpretation of participants’ lived experiences, five central themes emerged: (1) Work-related strain and 

emotional overload, (2) Music as a personalized coping strategy, (3) Emotional resonance and cognitive 

restoration, (4) Relational harmony through shared listening, and (5) Sustained music engagement and holistic 

wellbeing. Findings demonstrate that music listening operates as a multidimensional coping tool—facilitating 

emotional regulation, cognitive focus, and interpersonal connectedness. The paper concludes with 

recommendations for integrating music-based wellbeing interventions into workplace and educational settings, 

while also outlining potential directions for future mixed-method research incorporating biometric and AI-

supported approaches to emotional analysis. 

Keywords: Music Therapy, Stress Management, Emotional Regulation, Qualitative Research, Interpretative 
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INTRODUCTION 

Stress is an inevitable part of human existence, but in the context of contemporary work life, it has reached 

unprecedented levels. Global surveys conducted by the World Health Organization (2023) reveal that over 

75% of professionals experience moderate to high stress, primarily due to increased workload, multitasking, 

and rapid technological change. Stress manifests in emotional exhaustion, irritability, and cognitive fatigue, 

which in turn impact job satisfaction and overall wellbeing. 

While traditional stress management techniques such as meditation, exercise, and mindfulness have gained 

prominence, the role of music listening as a therapeutic intervention remains underexplored in organizational 

and academic contexts. Music has been described as a ―universal language‖ capable of eliciting emotional, 

cognitive, and physiological responses. It serves not only as entertainment but also as a profound tool for mood 

regulation and psychological balance. 

Throughout history, music has been intertwined with healing practices—from ancient Greek and Indian 

traditions that used melody for spiritual alignment, to contemporary clinical applications of music therapy in 

managing anxiety and depression. Today, neuroscience provides evidence that listening to music can modulate 

neurotransmitters such as dopamine and serotonin, contributing to relaxation and motivation. 

https://doi.org/10.51583/IJLTEMAS.2026.151000002
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This study seeks to understand how individuals—particularly professionals navigating demanding intellectual 

and emotional workloads—experience the therapeutic influence of music in managing stress. Through a 

qualitative lens, it examines how music listening contributes to emotional self-regulation, cognitive clarity, 

and overall psychological wellbeing. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Music’s psychological and physiological effects have been the subject of growing empirical attention. Thoma 

et al. (2013) demonstrated that self-selected music can significantly reduce cortisol levels and heart rate 

variability, indicating stress relief. Similarly, Pelayo, Kim, and Lin (2022) found that workplace music breaks 

enhanced recovery from fatigue and improved affective states. 

In their landmark WHO report, Fancourt and Finn (2019) provided extensive evidence that engagement with 

music and the arts contributes to holistic wellbeing by enhancing social connection, emotion regulation, and 

resilience. Juslin and Västfjäll (2018) proposed that music induces emotion through mechanisms such as 

brainstem reflexes, emotional contagion, and episodic memory activation. 

From a neuropsychological standpoint, Zatorre (2021) highlighted how music activates the brain’s limbic and 

reward circuits, particularly the nucleus accumbens and amygdala, which play vital roles in emotion and 

motivation. Saarikallio (2019) advanced the concept of music as emotional self-regulation, asserting that 

individuals consciously use music to modulate mood and maintain mental equilibrium. 

In the Indian context, the link between music and healing is centuries old. Raga therapy, an ancient form of 

sound healing, associates specific ragas with times of day, seasons, and emotional states. Menon and Bharucha 

(2018) observed that Indian classical music elicits cognitive relaxation comparable to meditative practices. 

However, while quantitative studies confirm physiological benefits, fewer investigations adopt a qualitative 

approach to explore how individuals personally interpret and experience music’s stress-relieving properties. 

This study aims to fill that gap through an interpretative, experience-based analysis. 

3. Theoretical Foundation 

Three theoretical perspectives inform this research: 

1. Transactional Model of Stress and Coping (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) — Stress arises from the 

interaction between external demands and internal coping resources. Music listening acts as both a 

problem-focused and emotion-focused coping strategy. 

2. Emotion Regulation Theory (Gross, 2015) — Individuals regulate emotions through reappraisal and 

suppression. Music supports reappraisal by reshaping emotional meaning and fostering positive affect. 

3. Aesthetic Experience Theory — Engaging with beauty or art can evoke transcendence, insight, and 

self-awareness. Music, as an aesthetic experience, provides catharsis and emotional release. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study employed Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to understand how participants 

perceive and make sense of their experiences of stress relief through music. 

Participants and Sampling 

Eight participants (five male, three female) were selected from a faculty development program designed for 

higher-education professionals. Their ages ranged from 30 to 50 years, and all reported experiencing moderate 
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to high levels of work-related stress. Selection was purposive, ensuring diversity in musical preference and 

experience. 

Data Collection 

Two primary data collection methods were used: 

1. Semi-Structured Interviews: Conducted individually in a relaxed setting, lasting 45–60 minutes each. 

2. Naturalistic Listening Experiment: Participants were requested to listen to self-selected music during 

moments of real-life stress and reflect on the emotional outcome. 

Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Observational notes were made during experiments 

to capture nonverbal cues such as body relaxation, facial expressions, and breathing patterns. 

Data Analysis 

Following Smith and Osborn’s (2003) IPA framework, data were analyzed in five steps: (1) Reading and re-

reading transcripts, (2) Initial noting, (3) Developing emergent themes, (4) Searching for connections, and (5) 

Cross-case patterning. Coding was performed manually and supported by NVivo-style thematic clustering. 

Reflexive journaling was maintained to ensure transparency. 

Ethical Considerations 

All participants provided informed consent. Identities were anonymized as Participant 1–8. Emotional 

sensitivity was maintained during discussions, and participants could withdraw at any stage. 

5. Findings and Thematic Analysis 

Theme 1: Work-Related Strain and Emotional Overload 

Participants universally described their work environments as demanding and emotionally draining. The sense 

of being constantly ―on call‖ and overloaded with expectations led to fatigue and anxiety. 

―When the deadlines pile up, I feel my heartbeat race. Listening to slow instrumental tracks instantly calms 

that inner chaos.‖ - Participant 3 

―Music doesn’t remove the workload, but it somehow helps me breathe through it.‖ - Participant 6 

Music emerged as a spontaneous coping mechanism during periods of acute work stress, functioning as a 

―pause button‖ for the mind. 

Theme 2: Music as a Personalized Coping Strategy 

Every participant highlighted music as a deeply personal and self-directed strategy for managing stress. Genres 

varied widely—classical, devotional, soft rock, and folk—but all were associated with comfort and identity. 

―When I listen to the old songs from my college days, it’s like reconnecting with a simpler version of myself.‖ - 

Participant 1 

―The playlist I use is not just entertainment; it’s therapy. It resets my emotions.‖ - Participant 8 

Participants viewed music not as escapism but as a restorative ritual, promoting calm and focus. 

Theme 3: Emotional Resonance and Cognitive Restoration 
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Music triggered emotional synchronization—aligning rhythm, melody, and memory to create a healing 

experience. Participants described the process as meditative, helping them process emotions. 

―I listen to ragas early in the morning. Within minutes, my mind slows down, and I feel centered again.‖ - 

Participant 5 

―The rhythm carries me into focus. It’s like a soundtrack guiding my thoughts back to order.‖  - Participant 2 

This theme highlights music’s role in facilitating mindful awareness and restoring cognitive clarity disrupted 

by stress. 

Theme 4: Relational Harmony through Shared Listening 

Several participants emphasized the relational aspect of music—how shared listening with family or 

colleagues improved interpersonal understanding and emotional connection. 

―My wife and I often end the day with our favourite songs; it’s our form of conversation after silence.‖ - 

Participant 4 

―During team breaks, someone plays a song, and suddenly, the mood changes. It unites us.‖ - Participant 7 

Music functioned as a social bridge, reinforcing empathy and relational harmony even in high-stress 

environments. 

Theme 5: Sustained Music Engagement and Holistic Wellbeing 

Long-term engagement with music was reported as contributing to holistic wellbeing—spiritual peace, 

emotional resilience, and creative renewal. 

―Music has been part of my life for over 20 years. It’s more than habit—it’s healing.‖ - Participant 8 

―When I close my eyes and listen, I feel realigned—like I’m tuning my soul.‖ - Participant 5 

For most, music listening had become a lifestyle practice, seamlessly integrated into daily routines of 

reflection, prayer, or leisure. 

DISCUSSION 

This research affirms music’s role as an effective emotional regulation tool aligned with Gross’s (2015) 

framework. Participants demonstrated active reappraisal through music—transforming stress-inducing 

situations into manageable experiences. Findings also echo Saarikallio’s (2019) model of self-regulation, 

where music helps sustain positive affect and buffer negative emotion. 

From an organizational perspective, these narratives illustrate that stress relief need not always depend on 

structured programs. Music—an easily available, non-pharmacological tool—can be self-administered, 

inexpensive, and profoundly impactful.  The results also align with Pelayo et al. (2022), who observed that 

music listening during post-work recovery improved emotional stability. 

Overall, the study underscores music’s multi-layered therapeutic value—biological (neurochemical 

relaxation), psychological (mood enhancement), and social (relationship building). 

7. Practical Implications 

1. For Organizations: Incorporate short music breaks or background instrumental music in faculty rooms 

or offices to improve morale. 
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2. For Educators and Trainers: Introduce music-based reflection exercises in workshops or classrooms 

to enhance focus and relaxation. 

3. For Individuals: Develop personalized playlists aligned with emotional needs—energizing, reflective, 

or soothing—to enhance mental wellbeing. 

Conceptual Framework: Music-Mediated Stress Regulation and Wellbeing 

Drawing on the five themes identified in the qualitative analysis, this study proposes a conceptual framework 

for understanding the potential role of music listening in stress management. The framework, termed the 

Music-Mediated Stress Regulation and Wellbeing Model (MSRWM), links work-related stressors with music-

listening practices, experiential mechanisms, and perceived wellbeing outcomes. 

The model proposes that individuals may use personally meaningful music as a coping strategy when 

experiencing occupational or everyday stress. Through emotional regulation, perceived cognitive restoration, 

and opportunities for social connection, music listening may contribute to subjective experiences of calmness, 

emotional balance, and wellbeing. The framework also recognises the potential influence of musical 

preferences, cultural familiarity, listening context, and sustained engagement on these experiences. 

 

The model is conceptual rather than statistical. Its relationships are informed by the qualitative themes and are 

intended to guide future empirical investigation. Because the present study involved eight participants and did 

not employ quantitative measurement of latent constructs, no structural relationships, path coefficients, or 

model-fit statistics are claimed. Future research could operationalise the proposed constructs and test their 

relationships using an appropriately designed quantitative or mixed-methods study. 

8. Future Research: Integrating Mixed Methods and AI 

Future studies could integrate biometric indicators—such as heart rate variability (HRV), galvanic skin 

response (GSR), or EEG activity—to quantify physiological relaxation during music exposure.  In addition, 

AI-based sentiment analysis of song lyrics or user reflections could uncover patterns in emotional 

engagement. Machine learning can model how tempo, key, or rhythm correlates with mood regulation, 

deepening interdisciplinary understanding between psychology, data science, and the arts. 
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Such mixed-method frameworks would strengthen empirical validation and allow cross-cultural comparison 

of music’s universal and contextual impacts on stress. 

CONCLUSION 

The present study highlights how listening to music operates as an accessible, emotionally intelligent coping 

mechanism in times of stress. Through qualitative narratives, participants revealed that music offers cognitive 

restoration, emotional release, and relational harmony. It acts simultaneously as a mirror and medicine—

reflecting one’s emotions while healing them. 

Music, therefore, should not merely be viewed as entertainment but as an essential dimension of holistic 

wellbeing. Its integration into personal and professional life can foster mindfulness, empathy, and resilience—

qualities vital in today’s high-pressure environments. 
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