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Methods
A quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design was used in this study 
involving 29 adult RCU patients selected by convenience sampling. 
The participants received the music therapy session with preferred 
music selection via noise cancelling headphones for 30 minutes in an 
environment conducive to relaxation. State anxiety levels were obtained 
utilizing a 100mm visual analog scale and physiological responses of 
anxiety such as blood pressure (BP), heart rate (HR), respiratory rate (RR) 
and oxygen saturation were measured immediately before and after the 
music therapy intervention. Patient satisfaction was measured with a yes/
no survey regarding enjoyment of the music session. Data was analyzed for 
statistical significance using a two-tailed paired T-test.   

Visual Analog Scale for Anxiety

  [------------------------------------------------------------------------------------]

No Anxiety                                                            Worst Possible Anxiety  

RN Check List or Guideline

_____ Educate patient regarding the specifics of procedure  
         (30 minute session)

_____ Select patient preferred music

_____ Minimize unnecessary disturbances

 ___ Place a please do not disturb sign on the outside of the  
         patient’s door

_____ Elimination needs addressed

_____ Provide an environment conducive to relaxation

 ___ Close the curtains/door

 ___ Dim lights

 ___ Ensure patient is pain free and in a comfortable position

 ___ Call light is in reach 

_____ Check the volume before placing headphones on patient and  
         adjust to comfort 

_____ Encourage patient to try and keep their eyes closed and  
         to concentrate on the flow of the music

Purpose
The purpose of this study is to examine the effectiveness of 
music therapy as an intervention to decrease anxiety in RCU 
patients. Does a 30 minute music therapy session decrease 
anxiety for respiratory compromised patients as evidenced by a 
reduction of both physiologic and state anxiety indicators?

Background
Many patients in the Respiratory Care Unit (RCU) have 
suffered respiratory failure and as a result require mechanical 
ventilation, BiPAP or other oxygen delivery devices. These 
lifesaving interventions are commonly associated with high 
levels of anxiety. This anxiety may interfere with ventilator 
liberation, sleep and participation in therapy. 

Because uncontrolled anxiety can have devastating 
results, healthcare providers depend on the use of sedative 
medications such as opioids and benzodiazepines to alleviate 
the symptoms related to anxiety.  However, these medications 
have potential risks and adverse effects that may further 
complicate and lengthen patients' recovery. In light of the 
potentially damaging effects of sedative medications, nurses 
are exploring less invasive and more proficient and alternative 
interventions, such as music to decrease anxiety and promote 
patient healing.
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Discussion
The statistically significant values that were measured (systolic and 
mean blood pressure, respiratory rate and heart rate) after music 
therapy were indicative of a decrease in the physiological responses 
to anxiety. As a subjective measurement, a decrease in patient’s 
perception of anxiety as well as satisfaction with the intervention was 
evident with music therapy. 

Clinical Implications
• This study found music therapy to be an effective tool to assist 

in the reduction of anxiety for patients in the RCU and validates 
implementation of music therapy into the daily patient care plan 
with ongoing evaluation.

• Care plans can be tailored to patient preferences regarding music 
and implemented when situations that provoke high anxiety occur. 

• Alleviating anxiety among respiratory compromised patients may 
enhance participation and improve outcomes of rehabilitation 
therapies. 

• Nurses can advocate for music therapy interventions at little cost to 
provide patients with tools to aid in the control of their anxiety.

• Applying a holistic approach, nurses can utilize music therapy to 
foster a therapeutic and healing environment.

Future Directions
• Determine if music therapy has an impact to decrease the cost 

associated with prolonged mechanical ventilation (increased ICU/
hospital stay and medication costs).

• Examine the impact of music therapy in relation to the dosage 
and/or frequency of sedative medications administered as well as 
complications related to prolonged use. 

• Consider applying music therapy as a tool to aid in the management 
of physiological and psychological manifestations (e.g. anxiety, 
depression, pain) within various patient populations.
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Physiological Indicators:  
Pre- and Post-Test Mean Comparisons
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Pre-test 120.2069 58.7931 70.5263 87.3793 25.13793
Post-test 111.1724 56.5517 67.1579 82.9310 22.06895

The study found patients (n=29) who listened to a 30 minute 
music session showed statistically significant decreases in 
physiological indicators of anxiety such as systolic blood 
pressure (p= 0.0003), mean blood pressure (p= 0.04), heart 
rate (p= 0.0006), and respiratory rate (p= 0.0001). There 
were no significant differences with diastolic blood pressure 
(p= 0.17) and oxygen saturation (p= 0.531) when comparing 
the pre and post-test assessment. The study concluded a mean 
27 point reduction of the patient’s perception of state anxiety 
levels on a 0-100 visual analog scale as well as a 96.6% 
satisfaction rate.

Music is Powerful
"I was brought back to a  

time when I was 18, driving my 
red pick up truck down the  

dirt road of the farm" 


