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Abstract

Music therapy has gained traction as a non-pharmacological intervention in Alzheimer’s disease (AD).
This paper explores how music therapy can support memory retrieval, uplift mood, and facilitate
communication among Alzheimer’s patients. Drawing on clinical trials and mechanistic reviews, it argues
that music taps preserved neural pathways, causes emotional engagement, and offers a bridge for social
interaction even when verbal ability declines. An infographic summarizing “Music Therapy usage” is
proposed as a visual supplement. The findings support music therapy as a valuable adjunct to medical
care, improving the quality of life for patients and caregivers alike.

1. Introduction

Alzheimer’s disease (AD) is a progressive neurodegenerative disorder marked by cognitive decline,
memory impairment, behavioral changes, and communication difficulties. Current pharmacological
treatments may modestly slow progression, but they often fail to address the emotional and behavioral
challenges that most directly affect patients and their caregivers. This gap has increased interest in non-
drug interventions that enhance quality of life.

Among these, music therapy has emerged as a particularly promising approach. Defined as the structured
use of music—through singing, listening, or rhythmic activities—Dby trained professionals, music therapy
is tailored to support specific cognitive, emotional, and social goals. Unlike many activities, music engages
multiple brain systems simultaneously, including auditory, motor, emotional, and memory circuits.
Because these pathways can remain at least partially functional even in the later stages of AD, music
therapy offers a unique opportunity to tap into preserved abilities.

This paper explores three core areas where music therapy shows measurable benefits—memory, mood,
and communication. Drawing on empirical evidence and theoretical mechanisms, it considers how music
can reconnect patients to their identities, regulate emotions, and restore channels of human connection that
Alzheimer’s disease often disrupts.

AlIJFR25051458 Volume 6, Issue 5 (September-October 2025) 1


http://www.aijfr.com/

Advanced International Journal for Research (AIJFR)

E-ISSN: 3048-7641 e Website: www.aijffr.com e Email: editor@aijfr.com

Memory Benefits

Empirical Evidence (Primary Studies)

1.

“Can musical intervention improve memory in Alzheimer’s disease?” (Moreira et al., 2018)
conducted a controlled study where patients engaged in daily singing and structured music
listening compared to usual care. Results revealed improvements not only in memory measures
but also in orientation, attention, and executive functioning. Importantly, these gains persisted after
the intervention period, suggesting that music may help maintain cognitive performance over time
rather than offering only temporary stimulation. PMC

The ALMUTH randomized pilot trial (Matziorinis et al., 2023) launched the ALMUTH
randomized pilot trial, a 12-month intervention comparing music therapy and physical activity
with a control group in patients with early AD or mild cognitive impairment. While still ongoing,
preliminary results indicate that music therapy may slow the rate of cognitive decline, particularly
in memory-related domains, reinforcing the long-term potential of music as a preventive as well
as therapeutic tool. PMC

“Investigating Music Therapy’s Cognitive Benefits in Dementia” (Ting et al., 2024)
examined different modalities, including reminiscence music therapy (using familiar songs from
patients’ lives) and active music therapy combined with singing. They reported that both
approaches supported significant improvements in cognitive outcomes, especially episodic
memory and verbal recall, compared to non-musical activities. PMC

“The effect of music therapy on cognitive functions in patients with Alzheimer’s disease”
(Bleibel et al., 2023) compared Alzheimer’s patients receiving structured music therapy with a
control group. They found measurable gains in short-term memory, recognition, and general
cognitive functions. The study concluded that music therapy activates preserved brain systems in
ways that pharmacological interventions often cannot. BioMed Central

These primary studies collectively support that music therapy can have measurable memory benefits in
Alzheimer’s and related cognitive decline populations.

Mechanisms

e Music-evoked autobiographical memory (MEAM): Research shows that songs tied to personal

history (childhood lullabies, wedding music, cultural songs) can trigger vivid autobiographical
memories even in advanced Alzheimer’s disease. Unlike recent or working memory, musical
memory is relatively resistant to degeneration, possibly because it is stored in multiple brain
regions including the medial prefrontal cortex, which is affected later in the disease. BioMed
Central+2PMC+2

Engagement of distributed brain networks: Functional imaging studies reveal that music
activates broad neural circuits—auditory areas, motor planning regions, limbic (emotional)
systems, and reward pathways. This distributed activation strengthens connectivity between
regions that might otherwise deteriorate, essentially giving the brain a “workout” that promotes
neural plasticity. Harvard Health+2PMC+2
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e Emotional arousal as a memory cue: Music strongly engages emotions, and emotional arousal

has been shown to improve memory consolidation and retrieval. Familiar or emotionally
significant songs act as contextual cues that unlock otherwise inaccessible memories. For instance,

a patient who struggles to recall their spouse’s name may sing their wedding song flawlessly.
Nature+2PMC+2

Mood Benefits

Empirical Evidence (Secondary / Review Sources)

The review “The Promise of Music Therapy for Alzheimer’s Disease” (Matziorinis, 2022)
reviewed multiple clinical trials and found consistent reductions in depression, anxiety, and
agitation, alongside increases in positive affective states. These changes directly improved daily
quality of life for patients and eased caregiver burden. PMC

“Music therapy for Alzheimer’s disease management” (Nikkhah Bahrami et al., 2024) reported
that music therapy modifies brain physiology, particularly stress-related pathways, leading to
reduced behavioral symptoms and improved emotional stability. SpringerOpen
Clinicaltrials.gov is currently testing individualized, reminiscence-based virtual music therapy.
Preliminary data suggest that tailoring music to patients’ personal histories enhances mood and
emotional engagement more effectively than generic playlists. ClinicalTrials.gov

Thompson et al. (2024, Nature) further confirmed that music reduces distress in advanced dementia
by regulating emotions and promoting a sense of calm through familiar rhythms and melodies.
Nature

Mechanisms

Reduction in distress / agitation: Music can act to lower cortisol and modulate autonomic
responses, inducing relaxation and reducing agitation. Nature+2SpringerOpen+2

Emotional resonance & familiarity: Familiar music triggers positive emotions, nostalgia, and
comfort, improving mood even when cognitive functioning is impaired._University of Kentucky
Research+2PMC+2

Nonverbal emotional expression: When words fail, music still allows emotional connection,
giving patients a channel for emotional release and mood regulation.

Communication Benefits

Evidence & Observations

The Alzheimer’s Association notes that even in late stages, patients may tap a beat or sing lyrics
from childhood, enabling a form of connection when verbal speech is lost._Alzheimer’s
Association

A survey and focus group study “Everyday Uses of Music Listening and Music Technologies”
(Vidas et al., 2024) found caregivers use music to promote social connection, reminiscence, and
engagement — often prompting verbal or nonverbal responses. arXiv
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e The ALMUTH trial includes music therapy arms with singing lessons, which may foster
vocalization, speech fluency, and social interaction. PLOS+1

Mechanisms

e Priming speech via musical structure: Melodies, rhythm, and lyrics can cue linguistic patterns,
enabling patients to produce words or phrases linked to songs.

e Stimulating social interaction: In group music therapy or shared listening sessions, patients
respond to others’ cues (singing, clapping), thereby engaging in social exchange even when
conventional conversation is difficult.

e Maintaining identity & selfhood: Music connected to one’s past helps patients maintain a sense
of identity; caregivers can reference song lyrics or memories to prompt conversation.

Discussion & Limitations

Music therapy is not a cure for Alzheimer’s disease but remains one of the most promising supportive
interventions available. The body of evidence is expanding, with newer randomized controlled trials such
as ALMUTH adding rigor to the field. Still, several challenges limit the generalizability and
implementation of findings:

e Heterogeneity of interventions: Studies differ in design—some focus on passive listening, others
on active singing or group sessions. Variations in duration, frequency, and patient disease stage
make it difficult to directly compare outcomes or identify the most effective approach.

e Sample sizes and methodological rigor: Many studies are small pilot projects or short-term
interventions. Larger, long-term randomized controlled trials are needed to confirm the
sustainability of cognitive and emotional benefits.

e Mechanistic uncertainty: While theories involving emotional arousal, distributed brain networks,
and memory cues are compelling, the precise biological pathways through which music impacts
cognition and mood are not fully mapped. Nature+1

e Sustainability and scalability: Personalized music therapy requires training, resources, and time,
which can be challenging in busy clinical environments or for families with limited support.
Integrating technology (e.g., playlists or virtual music therapy) may help address these barriers but
requires further validation.

Despite these limitations, the evidence clearly shows that music therapy reduces distress, enhances mood,
and fosters communication in Alzheimer’s patients. Its non-invasive, low-risk nature makes it an appealing
adjunct to pharmacological treatments, with the potential to greatly improve patients’ and caregivers’
quality of life.
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Music therapy is the skillful use of music and musical elements by an accredited
music therapist to promote, maintain, and restore mental, physical, emotional, and
spiritual health. Music has nonverbal, creative, structural, and emotional qualities.
These are used in the therapeutic relationship to facilitate contact, interaction, self-
awareness, learning, self-expression, communication, and personal development.
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in adults with dementia. pressure across a two year study.

Music therapy can increase levels of certain neurotransmitters.
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Conclusion

Music therapy provides meaningful, evidence-based benefits for individuals with Alzheimer’s disease,
particularly in the areas of memory, mood, and communication. Although it cannot stop the progression
of neurodegeneration, it uniquely leverages preserved neural pathways and the emotional power of music
to reconnect patients with their identities, improve daily functioning, and strengthen bonds with
caregivers.

Looking ahead, future research should aim to standardize therapeutic protocols, conduct larger and longer
clinical trials, and clarify the biological mechanisms that underlie music’s effects on the brain. At the same
time, practical innovations—such as integrating technology for personalized playlists or virtual therapy—
can make interventions more scalable and accessible.

Ultimately, music therapy stands out as a low-cost, non-invasive approach that restores dignity, joy, and
human connection in the face of memory loss. Pairing strong data with engaging visuals, such as
infographics, can further highlight its role as an essential complement to traditional Alzheimer’s care.
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