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Music, Health and Wellbeing: 

Moving From Evidence to Action 
Reflections from the 14th European Forum on Music 

By Heather O’Donnell 

Introduction: A Field Coming of Age 

Over the past decades, the practice of applying music (and other forms of culture) to enhance health 

and well-being has moved from the margins of cultural and health policy into the mainstream. 

Researchers, healthcare professionals, cultural organisations, and policymakers are increasingly 

exploring how music engagement contributes to wellbeing, prevention, social connection, and quality 

of life. What was once often regarded as an intuitive, situative or anecdotal relationship is now 

supported by a growing body of interdisciplinary research. 

Several landmark publications[1][2] have helped shape this shift. In 2019[3], the World Health 

Organization published its influential review of more than 3,000 studies examining the relationship 

between arts engagement and health, concluding that participation in the arts can contribute to 

health promotion, disease prevention, treatment, and quality of life across the lifespan. Since then, 

the evidence base has continued to expand. The CultureForHealth[4] report synthesised findings from 

more than 300 studies and identified positive effects of cultural participation on psychological 

wellbeing, social inclusion, healthy ageing, resilience, and community cohesion. Research focusing 

specifically on music[5] has similarly demonstrated benefits across a range of mental health and 

quality-of-life outcomes. 

At the European policy level, the publication of Culture and Health: Time to Act[6] signalled growing 

recognition that culture should no longer be viewed solely as an optional leisure and enrichment 

activity, but as a resource capable of contributing to broader health and wellbeing goals. The report 

calls for stronger collaboration between cultural, health, social, and educational sectors, as well as 

greater investment in long-term structures capable of supporting this work. 

The European Music Council (EMC) is co-funded by the European Union, the 
German Federal Government for Culture and the Media and the City of Bonn. 
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Taken together, these developments suggest that a significant conceptual shift is underway. 

Increasingly, musical participation is being understood not only as a source of artistic enjoyment and 

cultural expression, but also as an impactful contributor to public health, social wellbeing, and 

community resilience. 

Yet the growing recognition of music's health benefits also raises important questions. 

The first concerns implementation. While the evidence base continues to grow, access to music-based 

health and wellbeing initiatives remains uneven. Many successful programmes depend on short-term 

funding, local champions, and isolated partnerships. How can promising projects move beyond pilot 

status and become sustainable parts of healthcare, education, and community systems? 

The second concerns instrumentalization. If music is increasingly valued because it improves health 

outcomes, reduces loneliness, strengthens resilience, or lowers healthcare costs, where does this 

leave music itself? How can policymakers recognise and support music's contribution to wellbeing 

without reducing it to a tool for achieving non-musical goals? 

These twin questions - how to translate evidence into action, and how to preserve music's intrinsic 

value while doing so - formed a recurring thread throughout the 14th  European Forum on Music, held 

in Timișoara under the theme Music, Health and Wellbeing. 

Bringing together researchers, policymakers, musicians, music therapists, healthcare professionals, 

cultural managers, and representatives of European music organisations, the Forum offered a valuable 

opportunity to examine how music is currently being mobilised within health and wellbeing contexts, 

what challenges remain, and what future directions may be needed. 

While presentations covered a wide range of populations and settings - from new mothers to people 

living with dementia, from neurodivergent children to displaced artists and communities affected by 

war - several common themes emerged. Participants repeatedly returned to the role of music in 

fostering connection, belonging, resilience, meaning, and participation. At the same time, discussions 

highlighted the importance of supporting musicians and cultural workers themselves, ensuring 

sustainable funding structures, and maintaining a nuanced understanding of music's intrinsic value. 

The following reflections are organised around the principal themes that emerged during the Forum 

and seek to situate these discussions within the wider European conversation on music, health, and 

wellbeing. 
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 Beyond the Therapy Room: Expanding Understandings of Music and Health 

One of the most striking features of the Forum was the extent to which participants challenged narrow 

understandings of music and health. While music therapy remains an important and evidence-based 

profession, many speakers argued that discussions of music's contribution to wellbeing should not be 

confined to therapeutic settings. 

This perspective was articulated particularly clearly by Ana Zão, physician, pianist, and Director of 

Portugal's International Center of Arts Medicine[7]. Zão proposed a continuum ranging from everyday 

musical participation to specialised therapeutic interventions. Listening to music, attending concerts, 

singing in a choir, playing an instrument, participating in community music projects, engaging in social 

prescribing initiatives, and receiving music therapy should not be viewed as competing approaches. 

Rather, they represent different points along a broader spectrum of musical engagement. 

Importantly, Zão argued that culture should increasingly be understood as a positive health behaviour. 

In this framework, musical participation joins other recognised contributors to wellbeing such as 

physical activity, healthy nutrition, sleep, and social connection. The implication is significant: music is 

not merely something that becomes relevant once illness emerges, but a resource that can support 

health and well-being throughout the lifespan. 

A similar challenge to conventional thinking emerged in the Forum's keynote address by Angelica 

Postu. Drawing on her work as a music therapist, pianist and researcher, Postu reflected on the 

impoverishment of current music engagement habits. Music, she argued, has increasingly shifted from 

a collective social activity towards a highly isolated experience mediated through streaming platforms, 

algorithms, headphones, and individual playlists. 

This transformation raises important questions. While access to music has never been greater, 

opportunities for attentive and communal listening is diminishing. Postu invited participants to 

consider when they had last listened to an entire album without simultaneously driving, working, 

cooking, or scrolling through a phone. 

Postu poignantly quoted New York Times columnist David Brooks[8]: “I’d argue that we have become 

so sad, lonely, angry and mean as a society in part because so many people have not been taught or 

don’t bother practicing to enter sympathetically into the minds of their fellow human beings. We’re 

overpoliticized while growing increasingly undermoralized, underspiritualized, undercultured.” Music, 

in this context, offers much more than entertainment, distraction, or a soundtrack for everyday life. It 



 

European Music Council | Weberstr. 59a, D-53113 Bonn, Germany 
www.emc-imc.org | info@emc-imc.org | +49 228 96 69 96 64 

4 

rather represents a means of cultivating deep attention, deep empathy, deep reflection, and deep 

connection. 

Together, these perspectives expanded the discussion beyond healthcare and therapy. Music 

emerged not only as a clinical intervention but also as a cultural practice that helps shape how 

individuals relate to themselves, to others, and to the wider world. 

Music and the Crisis of Disconnection 

The theme of loneliness surfaced repeatedly throughout the Forum. 

Recent WHO[9] research suggests that loneliness affects approximately one in six people globally and 

is associated with significant consequences for both physical and mental health. Increasingly, 

policymakers are recognising social isolation not simply as an individual experience but as a public 

health concern with substantial social and economic implications. 

This concern has contributed to growing interest in social prescribing. Rather than responding solely 

through clinical interventions, social prescribing connects individuals to community-based resources 

such as choirs, museums, arts groups, volunteering opportunities, libraries, and cultural activities. The 

underlying premise suggests that health is shaped not only by medical interventions, but also by 

conditions of belonging, meaning, participation, and relationship. 

Music appears particularly well suited to this approach. 

Across presentations involving mothers experiencing postpartum depression, people living with 

dementia, autistic children, refugees, veterans, displaced communities, and older adults, speakers 

repeatedly returned to a common observation: music creates opportunities for connection. 

Claudia Cacovean's Music and Motherhood[10] project illustrated how collective singing can reduce 

symptoms of postpartum depression while simultaneously strengthening social support networks. 

Participants frequently described the initiative less as a clinical intervention than as a space for 

companionship and belonging during an often isolating period of life. 

Similarly, Robert Vroegindeweij's work with people living with dementia demonstrated that music can 

sustain communication and relationships even when other forms of interaction become difficult. 

Families reported renewed engagement, moments of recognition, and opportunities for meaningful 

connection. In one particularly moving example, a spouse described how participation in a music 
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programme enabled her husband to communicate with her for an extended period after the 

programme ended, despite the progression of dementia. 

The social dimensions of music were also central to the work of Sonja Greiner and the European Choral 

Association[11]. Greiner argued that choirs should be understood not only as artistic organisations but 

as social infrastructures. Reflecting on the origins of the organisation following the Second World War, 

she recalled a conviction held by its founders: 

"If one offers participants from high-conflict countries the opportunity to spend ten days singing 

together, they will never want to go to war with one another." 

The underlying principle remains powerful. Shared musical experiences can foster trust, 

understanding, and relationships across social, cultural, and national boundaries. 

Martha Lomeli-Rodriguez's Recover with Music[12] programme extended this logic into contexts of 

disaster and displacement. Originally developed following the 2018 earthquake and tsunami in 

Indonesia and later implemented with refugee communities in multiple countries, the programme 

combines storytelling, grounding exercises, breathing practices, and collaborative songwriting. 

Evaluations demonstrated reductions in PTSD symptoms, anxiety, and fatalistic thinking, alongside 

increases in perceived social support. Importantly, the programme was designed to be delivered by 

teachers and community members rather than specialist therapists, highlighting the potential for 

music-based approaches to strengthen resilience even in low-resource settings. 

Across these diverse examples, the Forum repeatedly returned to the same conclusion: people rarely 

heal, grow, or flourish alone. Music's contribution to wellbeing often lies not only in what happens 

within individuals, but in what happens in the space between them. 

Music, Resilience and Crisis 

The Forum also explored music's role in contexts of profound uncertainty, disruption, and crisis. 

Particularly powerful contributions came from Ukraine, where speakers reflected on the role of 

culture during wartime. 

Taras Demko challenged conventional assumptions about resilience by arguing that cultural 

institutions should move beyond crisis management and embrace a more adaptive understanding of 

sustainability. 
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"Resilience is not the ability to wait until the storm is over. Resilience is the ability to continue growing 

while the storm is still happening." 

Drawing on the experience of the Lviv Concert House, Demko described how cultural institutions 

continued operating despite missile attacks, electricity blackouts, uncertainty, and ongoing war. 

Concerts became spaces where audiences could experience moments of safety, beauty, and normality 

amid extraordinarily difficult circumstances. Remarkably, the Lviv Concert House was among the first 

cultural institutions in Ukraine to reopen following the full-scale invasion in 2022. 

Demko's reflections pointed towards a broader insight. Culture should not be viewed as a luxury that 

can be postponed during times of crisis. Rather, it constitutes part of the social infrastructure that 

enables communities to endure, adapt, and recover. 

Viktoriia Kumhyr-Novak offered a complementary perspective from the ground level of music practice 

in wartime Ukraine. A musicologist, educator, and facilitator working with children, veterans, and 

communities affected by war, she described how music has become both a psychosocial resource and 

a means of preserving cultural identity. Reflecting on the full-scale invasion, she recalled asking herself 

a simple question: "What can I do as a musician during war?" Her answer began with volunteering 

and later expanded into music-based work with displaced children, rehabilitation programmes, and 

trauma-informed approaches inspired by the work of Nigel Osborne. 

Similar themes emerged in discussions of displacement, disaster recovery, and artistic freedom. Music 

repeatedly appeared as a means of preserving identity, fostering connection, and maintaining hope 

under difficult circumstances. 

As several speakers noted, music cannot end a war, reverse a disaster, or eliminate trauma. However, 

it can help sustain the human – and inter-human - capacities that make recovery possible. 

Caring for the Caregivers: Musicians' Health and Wellbeing 

A notable feature of the Forum was its willingness to turn the lens inward and examine the wellbeing 

of musicians and cultural workers themselves. 

The opening address by Mila Georgieva[13], classically trained pianist, artist manager from Bulgaria 

and chair of the European Music Council, established this theme directly: "This sector has a mental 

health crisis. It has a burnout crisis. A crisis of precarity that we dress up in polite language at 

conferences." 
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While discussions of music and health often focus on beneficiaries, patients, or participants, Georgieva 

argued that equal attention must be paid to the wellbeing of those who create, teach, facilitate, and 

organise musical activities. 

She identified financial precarity as one of the most significant threats to wellbeing in the sector. For 

many cultural workers, precarity is not an occasional inconvenience but a chronic condition that 

shapes mental health, career development, and quality of life. 

Thomas Dayan drew attention to an often-overlooked aspect of music and wellbeing: the health and 

safety of cultural workers themselves. He presented the OiRA[14] (Online Interactive Risk Assessment) 

tool, developed with the European Agency for Safety and Health at Work, which helps cultural 

organisations identify and manage workplace risks. Unlike many initiatives discussed at the Forum, 

the project is not about using music to improve health, but about protecting musicians and other 

cultural workers. Dayan highlighted the growing importance of addressing psychosocial risks such as 

stress, burnout, and unhealthy working conditions within the cultural sector. 

A particularly compelling example of artist-centred care was presented by Celina Jerman Bright-Taylor 

of Safemuse[15], whose work focuses on artists who have been persecuted, censored, threatened, or 

displaced because of their artistic practice. Rather than viewing wellbeing as secondary to artistic 

production, Safemuse places safety, trust, and community at the centre of its residency model. Artists 

receive not only accommodation and financial support, but also professional networks, psychological 

support, and opportunities to rebuild social connections. 

Significantly, artistic production is not required. Residencies may be used simply to rest, recover, and 

regain a sense of stability, though Bright-Taylor noted that most participating artists eagerly want to 

engage in artistic work during their residencies. The programme also includes mandatory 

psychological support for all participants, recognising that trauma often emerges only after immediate 

survival needs have been addressed, and that receiving psychological support may be stigmatized in 

various cultural and social contexts. Bright-Taylor described a pattern familiar to many practitioners 

working with displaced populations: once artists finally reach safety, "that's when they realise they 

are not in fight/flight mode anymore." 

Equally important was Safemuse's emphasis on everyday forms of community-building. Shared meals, 

celebrations, concerts, coffee gatherings, and even a weekly "Dance Tuesday" for artists affected by 

conflict were presented not as supplementary activities but as essential components of care. As 

Bright-Taylor observed, "in order to create, you have to feel safe." 
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Her presentation served as an important reminder that discussions of music and wellbeing must also 

include the wellbeing of artists themselves - not merely as providers of cultural experiences, but as 

human beings whose creativity depends on conditions of safety, trust, and belonging. 

Jennifer Davison[16] approached the issue from a different perspective, describing what she viewed 

as a crisis of meaning within music sectors. She suggested that arts-and-health initiatives offer 

opportunities for musicians to reconnect with broader social purposes beyond performance alone. 

For Davison, the significance of arts-and-health work extends beyond participant outcomes. It may 

also help artists rediscover a sense of contribution, connection, and relevance. 

"Music is making those connections on so many levels," she observed. "It is actually an extraordinary 

time to be a musician." 

Together, these contributions broadened discussions of wellbeing beyond service providers and 

recipients. A healthy music ecosystem depends not only on what music does for society, but also on 

the conditions experienced by those who dedicate their lives to making it. 

The Risk of Instrumentalization 

Alongside enthusiasm for the health benefits of music, the Forum repeatedly returned to a more 

challenging question. 

If music is increasingly valued because it improves health outcomes, reduces loneliness, strengthens 

resilience, and lowers healthcare costs, what happens to music itself? 

This tension emerged throughout discussions of policy, funding, and evaluation. Participants generally 

welcomed growing recognition of music's social value. At the same time, several speakers expressed 

concern that culture risks being justified only through measurable external outcomes. 

The challenge is not whether music contributes to wellbeing. The evidence increasingly suggests that 

it does. The challenge is whether cultural policy begins to value music only when it can demonstrate 

such effects. 

This concern echoes a broader debate within cultural policy regarding instrumentalization. Music 

undoubtedly serves many functions. It can support health, strengthen communities, and contribute 

to social cohesion. Yet reducing music exclusively to these functions risks overlooking its intrinsic value 

as a primal human form of expression, creativity, beauty, meaning-making, and cultural participation. 
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Indeed, several presentations suggested that music's health benefits may derive precisely from these 

qualities. People do not attend concerts, sing in choirs, compose songs, or participate in cultural life 

primarily because they improve measurable health outcomes. They do so because music offers 

experiences of beauty, identity, belonging, transcendence, and human connection. 

The challenge for policymakers is therefore not whether to recognise music's social value, but how to 

do so without reducing music to a tool. 

From Projects to Systems: Moving from Evidence to Action 

Perhaps the most important policy question emerging from the Forum concerned implementation. 

The challenge is no longer the absence of evidence. As Nils Fietje observed, the field has spent decades 

answering policymakers' first question: Does it work? Increasingly, the answer appears to be a 

resounding: Yes. A more pressing question is: What comes next? 

This issue was addressed directly by Guillermo Rodríguez[17], who argued that many successful 

projects already exist across Europe. The problem is not innovation but fragmentation. 

"These initiatives are working very well and having an incredible impact," he noted. "The challenge is 

how to build a framework that allows us to interconnect them." 

Across Europe, arts-and-health initiatives often remain dependent on short-term funding, local 

champions, and isolated partnerships. As a result, access frequently depends on geography, 

institutional relationships, or temporary funding opportunities. 

Several speakers therefore called for a transition from projects to systems. 

This includes developing sustainable funding mechanisms, embedding arts-and-health initiatives 

within public health frameworks, strengthening collaboration across sectors, and ensuring equitable 

access to cultural participation. 

The discussions in Timișoara therefore reflected a broader transition. The field is moving from 

demonstrating impact towards building infrastructure. 
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Conclusions 

The 14th European Forum on Music demonstrated that discussions of music and health are entering 

a new phase. 

The evidence base continues to grow, but participants increasingly focused on implementation, 

sustainability, and systemic change. Music emerged not simply as a contained therapeutic 

intervention, but as a cultural practice capable of fostering connection, supporting resilience, 

strengthening communities, and contributing to wellbeing across the lifespan. 

At the same time, the Forum highlighted important challenges. Precarity, artistic freedom, sustainable 

funding, and equitable access remain pressing concerns. Participants repeatedly emphasised that 

music's contribution to health depends not only on individual interventions but on the broader 

cultural, social, and political environments in which those interventions take place. 

Perhaps the clearest message emerging from Timișoara was that the conversation has evolved. The 

question is no longer whether music matters for health and wellbeing. The challenge now is how to 

create the structures, partnerships, and policies necessary to ensure that its benefits become more 

widely available while preserving the artistic and human values from which those benefits ultimately 

emerge. 
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