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All human groups and only human groups engage in the arts. This both defines us as human and makes us more humane. There are many ways music, the art of sound, can be of service to you when coping with cancer. Ironically, music is may be the last thing you thought of while coping with your cancer diagnosis. This writing is intended to introduce some things you might now consider.

What is music therapy?


Music therapy is a profession that is under the umbrella of what is called expressive, or creative, arts therapies. All music we enjoy is therapeutic but it is not called music therapy unless a trained professional is involved. The Canadian Association for Music Therapy (CAMT) is the organizing body for music therapists in Canada. The credential granted by CAMT is “MTA,” which means “music therapist accredited.”


Music therapist fees are not covered by government medical insurance as they are in some other countries (e.g., United Kingdom) but may be covered by private insurance plans. With a doctor’s referral music therapy can be claimed as a medical expense, as specified on your income tax return as a percentage of your income. Music therapist fees vary according to geographic location and the education and experience of the music therapist. You can find a qualified music therapist near you by contacting the Canadian Association or Music Therapy (1-800-996-2268).


Music therapy as a form of psychotherapy can be a useful support to you when coping with anxiety, fears, sleep disturbance, breathing difficulties, pain, and/or a change in treatment or prognosis. You may wish to consult your health care team when considering the need for any additional therapy (music, or other). There are many ways you can use music on your own to help yourself cope with cancer without the involvement of a music therapy professional.

Listening to music decreases nausea, vomiting, anxiety, and pain.


Bring a tape/disc player with you during hospital admissions and clinic visits. Earphones are a must in clinic; they are also most effective for pain. Music affects our bodies and our feelings. The presence of music will help you relax and sleep by blocking out unwanted sounds. Your hospital room will feel cozier when it sounds more like home. Clinic visits will pass more quickly. You may need less anaesthetic during surgery and less analgesics afterwards. 

Can certain music or sounds cure disease?


Music is beautiful, rather than curative, per se. Beauty facilitates healing by eliciting the release of endorphins and enkephalins (the body’s natural pain-killers) that put the body-mind in an optimum healing mode. Music provides physical, emotional and spiritual support for your experiences, and helps minimize unpleasant side effects of illness, treatment and hospitalization.

Should I buy special “relaxation/healing” tapes?


Not necessarily, and only if you like the music on them. One research study looked at music that was specifically composed and marketed for relaxation and found it to be no more effective than preferred music.


You can make your own tape. Record a relaxation induction at the beginning of a blank cassette tape without music. You may also have a friend or relative do this for you. This may be an inspiring passage from a book, poem, prayer or meditation you are familiar with. Then fill the rest of the tape with your favourite music.

Live music is best.

Your voice is an immediate and fundamental instrument. Lift it in song often. The deep breathing necessary to sustain vocal tones will increase your vital capacity and oxygen supply to blood and tissues. Don’t let anyone tell you not to sing. Music is your birthright.


Find (or write) a special song for yourself that will see you through the more difficult times. Perhaps you already have such a song running through your mind. (This is healthy and normal.) Don’t be afraid to change the lyrics to suit your needs. Keep this song in your heart, mind’s ear, and/or on your lips at all times. Teach “your” song to others. 

Pay attention to your feelings.


Music has been called the “language of the emotions” because it addresses what is preverbal, as well as that which is beyond words and in a way not possible with words. It is important to be aware of and process feelings so that they do not build up to overwhelming proportions. Set aside time to listen to music while painting or writing down the thoughts and feelings that arise.

What if I don’t like music?


Few people dislike and are totally unresponsive to music. There is, however, nothing “wrong” with you if you are one of these few. Perhaps you prefer drawing pictures, collecting stamps (or other things), or playing and watching sports. Instead of music, involve yourself in whatever gives you joy and connects you with the well, intact part of yourself that enjoyed life before illness.

I hope this writing has served to remind you of ways you may have used music in the past, or has been a useful introduction to new ideas. May the beauty of music be with you always.
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