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Abstract

People tend to participate in musical activities—whether it is making or listening to music—for
reasons that are related to basic psychological needs. This study explored whether the coronavirus
pandemic (Covid-19) has changed the reasons for participating in musical activities and examined
the relationship between these reasons and well-being during as well as before the pandemic. In total,
246 people (between 18 and 35years) completed a survey during the pandemic, which contained
questions relating to the reasons for participating in musical activities—namely the promotion of
identity and agency, mood regulation, relaxation and company, enjoyment—and to subjective
and eudaimonic well-being before and after the outbreak of the pandemic. Results showed that
during the pandemic compared with before, people more often chose music to promote identity and
agency, mood regulation, and relaxation and company. Two of the reasons that were invoked more
often—namely identity and agency and mood regulation—positively predicted eudaimonic and
subjective well-being, respectively, during the pandemic as well as before. Thus, people’s reasons for
participating in musical activities during the pandemic compared with before changed in a direction
consistent with increasing both eudaimonic and subjective well-being.

Keywords
music, Covid-19, subjective well-being, eudaimonic well-being, identity and agency, mood regulation,
relaxation and company

Music is universal and present in people’s lives all around the world. One of the reasons so
many people participate in musical activities—whether it is making or listening to music—is
the immense psychological benefits conferred by music, such as increased satisfaction with life
(e.g., Weinberg & Joseph, 2017), mood regulation and positive emotions (e.g., Groarke & Hogan,
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2016; Juslin & Sloboda, 2010; Laukka, 2007; Saarikallio, 2008; Swaminathan & Schellenberg,
2016; Vastfjéll et al., 2012), social bonding (e.g., Groarke & Hogan, 2016; Keeler et al., 2015;
Papinczak et al., 2015; Tarr et al., 2016), relaxation and reduced stress (e.g., Baltazar et al.,
2019; de Witte et al., 2020; Groarke & Hogan, 2016; Laukka, 2007; Lynar et al., 2017), and
identity and personal agency (Laukka, 2007; North & Hargreaves, 1999; Saarikallio et al.,
2020). In fact, Laukka (2007) highlighted that people tend to listen to music for reasons that
are related to basic psychological needs such as pleasure, mood regulation, relaxation, agency,
identity, and belonging. These are all significant components of psychological well-being,
where well-being can be defined by two components: subjective well-being including affect regu-
lation (Diener et al., 2003; Scherer et al., 2004 ) and satisfaction with life (Diener et al., 1985),
and eudaimonic well-being or the realisation of personal potential in the fulfillment of personal
goals including environmental mastery, personal growth, autonomy, self-acceptance, and posi-
tive relations with others (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Laukka, 2007).

Although the positive relationship between listening to and making music and well-being
has already been established (see, for example, Croom, 2015; Daykin et al., 2018, for reviews),
studies focusing on this topic were mostly conducted during average life-situations and not dur-
ing times of crisis such as the current pandemic. As a result of the coronavirus pandemic
(Covid-19) caused by the SARS CoV-2 virus, regional lockdowns and restrictions on travel and
social contact were introduced, available services and general income have reduced, and there
were considerable changes in studying and working conditions. As a consequence of these
restrictions, many people have experienced heightened levels of stress, uncertainty, and anxi-
ety (for reviews, see Pedrosa et al., 2020; Vindegaard & Benros, 2020) and decreased well-being
(e.g., Brooks et al., 2020; Gao et al., 2020; McGinty et al., 2020; O’Connor et al., 2021; Pierce
et al., 2020; Robb et al., 2020; World Health Organization [WHO], 2020; Zacher & Rudolph,
2021). Given the positive effects of music on well-being, music could serve as an effective tool
to cope with the negative effects of Covid-19 (Porshi, 2020).

The few studies exploring the possibility of music being a helpful tool during Covid-19 have
indeed found that music listening can increase satisfaction with life (Krause et al., 2021) and
that participating in musical activities such as listening, singing, dancing, or playing an instru-
ment can help people relax, escape, raise their mood, and keep them company (Cabedo-Mas
et al., 2021) and decrease worry and anxiety (Carlson et al., 2021). This study aimed to extend
these recent findings and, based on Laukka’s (2007) pre-pandemic findings that certain reasons
for music listening are strongly linked to well-being, directly explore how reasons for participat-
ing in musical activities—whether listening to or making music—are correlated with both sub-
jective and eudaimonic well-being during the pandemic. By exploring how participants’ reported
reasons for music participation and their relationship with well-being during the pandemic dif-
fered from their recollections of their reasons for music participation and well-being before the
outbreak of the pandemic, collected during the pandemic, we aimed to shed more light on the
nature of the more general relationship between participating in musical activities and well-
being (e.g., Croom, 2015; Daykin et al., 2018) and specifically on why such participation
increases well-being.

In sum, in this study, we first focused on whether reasons for participating in musical activi-
ties—specifically identity and agency, mood regulation, relaxation and company, and enjoy-
ment, all as defined in Laukka (2007)—have changed after the outbreak of the pandemic
compared with before. Second, we focused on whether these reasons are related to subjective
(positive affect, satisfaction with life) and eudaimonic (environmental mastery, personal
growth, autonomy, self-acceptance, positive relations with others) well-being during the pan-
demic and how if at all they are related differently than before.
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Method
Design

The study was a cross-sectional survey study completed during the pandemic, which
aimed to compare self-reported recollections of before the outbreak of the pandemic with
current lived experiences after the outbreak of the pandemic. Self-report measures
included music- and well-being-related variables related to the reasons for participating in
musical activities (identity and agency, mood regulation, relaxation and company, enjoyment)
and to subjective (positive affect, satisfaction with life) and eudaimonic (environmental mas-
tery, personal growth, autonomy, self-acceptance, positive relations with others) well-being
(see section “Materials”).

Participants

Data were collected online with an opportunity sampling strategy: the survey was advertised on
Facebook, SurveyCircle, and Goldsmiths’ Research Participation Database in exchange for credits
for Psychology students. Anyone above the age of 18 could participate; there were no other inclu-
sion criteria. There were 246 participants in total, 45 males and 201 females, mainly living in the
United Kingdom. Given the difference in the proportions of biological sex, all analyses were com-
pleted not only on the whole dataset but also on the subset of females (201 participants). Because
these analyses showed the same significant results, analyses on the full dataset only are included in
the article.

This study focused on the young adult and adult population and included 185 participants
between the ages of 18 and 25 years and 61 participants between the ages of 26 and 35 years.
There were 153 participants whose highest education level was high school, 46 who held a
bachelor’s degree, 32 who held a master’s degree, 12 who held a PhD, and 3 who held another
form of professional degree. In all, 191 participants indicated that they were students, 70
employed, 12 self-employed, 7 out of work, 8 out of work because of Covid-19, and 2 home-
makers (for this question only, participants were allowed to choose all the options that applied
to them).

In addition to participants being asked about their demographic background, they were
asked about their current situation regarding Covid-19. In total, 130 participants reported
that they were going out for essentials but otherwise staying at home, 61 reported that they
were going out to work but avoiding social contact with others, 28 reported that they were
staying at home at all times, 19 reported that they did not engage in social distancing, and 8
reported that they were either quarantined or self-isolating. Out of the 246 participants, 21
had previously tested positive for Covid-19 and 15 lost a loved one due to Covid-19, with an
additional 4 participants reporting that their loved one’s condition was critical.

Furthermore, in addition to participants being asked about their situation regarding Covid-
19, they were asked to retrospectively report the type of musical activities that they participated
in before the outbreak of the pandemic and to report the activities that they were participating
in after the outbreak of pandemic (Figure 1).

Participants who only listened to music compared with those who made music as well as
listened to music did not differ in their reported well-being, as retrospectively reported
before, or experienced after, the outbreak of the pandemic. Given this, the difference in the
type of musical participation was not included in the main analyses reported in the “Results”
section.
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Figure |. Participant Response Proportions for Each Musical Activity Before and After the Outbreak of
the Pandemic. Responses in the “Other” Category Included Before the Outbreak of the Pandemic: Signing
in School; Mixing/Writing Music; Signing with an Instructor; Going to Musicals; Listening to Music During
Sports, Work, Driving, and with Friends at Social Gatherings. Responses in the “Other” Category Included
After the Outbreak of the Pandemic: Watching Prerecorded or Live Online Music Videos; Singing/Playing
Music with Others at Home or Online from Home; Mixing/Writing Music; Listening to Music During
Sports, During Working from Home, and During Driving.

Materials

To assess the effect of the pandemic, music- and well-being-related questions were presented to
the participants twice—once referring to their recollection of memories from before the out-
break of the pandemic (e.g., “How often did you engage in musical activities for the following
reasons before the outbreak of the pandemic?”) and once referring to their current lived experi-
ences after the outbreak of the pandemic (e.g., “How often do you engage in musical activities
now for the following reasons?”). Although the majority of the participants applied for partici-
pation credits and were thus Goldsmiths’ students based in the United Kingdom, the study was
also advertised online with a view to allowing participants outside the United Kingdom to par-
ticipate. Thus, the specific date for the outbreak of the pandemic was not specified to accom-
modate the different times when the pandemic broke out in the different countries and regions
where respondents were living. It was made clear to participants at the beginning of the survey
that the focus of the study was on change since the pandemic with the intention that they
would report their experience during the pandemic and just before its outbreak.

Reasons for music participation. Questions were based on Laukka (2007) but were presented to
the participants twice, once referring to before the outbreak of the pandemic and once refer-
ring to after. The questions referred to four types of reasons for music participation, specifically
participating in musical activities for identity and agency, for mood regulation, for relaxation
and company, and for enjoyment. Participants were presented with a large list of potential
strategies which after data collection were grouped into four main categories (i.e., identity and
agency, mood regulation, relaxation and company, enjoyment) based on Laukka’'s (2007) factor
analysis on the items. To assess how often participants engaged in musical activities for identity
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and agency, they were asked to signal to what extent each of the following statements applied
to them on a scale from 1 (never) to 6 (always): “It strengthens my self-image,” “To express my
personality,” “To shield out the world around me,” “To strengthen self-esteem,” “It makes me
feel competent,” “To gain control of sound in my surroundings.” Similarly, to assess music par-
ticipation for mood regulation, they were presented with the following statements: “It evokes
memories,” “Music induces emotions,” “To enhance positive moods,” “To vent emotions,” “To
reflect on my life,” “To feel akin to others.” To assess music participation for relaxation and
company, they were presented with the following statements: “To have something in the back-
ground,” “To forget about the present,” “To stir up energy,” “To relax and calm down,” “To
reduce feelings of loneliness.” Finally, to assess music participation for enjoyment, they were
presented with the following statements: “For entertainment,” “It gives me pleasure,” “Interest
in music itself,” “It is beautiful.”

”

” W ”
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Well-being. Subjective well-being was measured by both its affective and cognitive components. The
affective component, positive affect, was measured with the WHO-5 Well-being Index (Regional
Office for Europe, World Health Organization, 1998). This short questionnaire has been widely
used to assess subjective well-being (Topp et al., 2015). It includes five positively phrased state-
ments related to positive affect. In the questionnaire, participants are asked to rate how much of
the time they felt each subjective state (e.g., cheerful, calm, active, fresh, interested) during the past
2 weeks (O =at no time through to 5=all of the time). For the purpose of this study, they were also
asked to indicate their well-being before the pandemic. The WHO-5 index has been found to have
high construct validity for measuring subjective well-being (Topp et al., 2015).

The cognitive component of subjective well-being, satisfaction with life, was measured with
the Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985; Pavot & Diener, 199 3). This scale contains
five short statements to measure participants’ satisfaction with their life. Participants were
asked to indicate how much they agreed or disagreed with the statements (1 = strongly disagree
through to 7 = strongly agree). Pavot and Diener (1993) showed high content validity and reli-
ability of the scale, and Laukka (2007) found high internal consistency.

Similarly to Laukka (2007), eudaimonic well-being was measured with Ryff’s (1989) Scales
of Psychological Well-Being, in which participants are asked to indicate on a 6-point scale how
much they agree or disagree (1 = strongly disagree through to 6 = strongly agree) with a set of
statements. This measure originally contained six 3-item sub-scales measuring self-acceptance
(positive attitudes toward oneself), positive relations with others (the ability to achieve close
relationships with others), autonomy (qualities of self-determination, independence, and self-
regulation of behavior), environmental mastery (ability to engage in and manage tasks in one’s
surrounding), personal growth (one’s personal development and commitment to realizing
potential to grow as a person), and purpose in life (Clarke et al., 2001; Ryff & Keyes, 1995).
Although previous research has shown acceptable validity (e.g., Clarke et al., 2001) and mod-
erate internal consistency (Laukka, 2007; Waterman et al., 2010) of the sub-scales, purpose in
life showed very low internal alpha levels (Laukka, 2007). Thus, similarly to Laukka (2007),
the present survey excluded the purpose in life sub-scale and contained 14 items in total.
Consequently, all dimensions were assessed with three items, apart from environmental mas-
tery which was assessed with only two items due to technical issues.

Procedure

The survey received ethical approval on June 15, 2020, from Goldsmiths, University of London.
Data for this study were collected between June and November 2020. Analyses on the effect of
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time of completion of the survey showed no significant results. Completion of the survey took
approximately 20-30min.

After reading the information sheet, General Data Protection Regulation, and signing the
consent form, participants completed the questions asking about their demographic back-
ground, current situation regarding Covid-19, their reasons for participating in musical activi-
ties, and subjective and eudaimonic well-being. At the end, participants were presented with
the debrief sheet and university students were asked to leave their username to receive the
credits.

Results

The aims of this study were to explore how Covid-19 has affected the reasons for participating
in musical activities and whether the reasons for music participation can predict subjective and
eudaimonic well-being during and before Covid-19.

Reasons for music participation

First, we explored whether participants’ reported reasons for participating in musical activities
during the pandemic differed from their recollected reasons for participating before the pan-
demic. Wilcoxon signed-rank tests showed that there was a significant difference between
scores given for reasons for music participation before and after the outbreak of the pandemic,
specifically for the reasons of identity and agency, z=-2.44, p=.015, r=.156, mood regula-
tion, z=-3.56, p<.001, r=.227, and relaxation and company, z=-5.78, p<<.001, r=.369.
Specifically, participants reported participating in musical activities more often for mood regula-
tion, for relaxation and company, and for identity and agency after the outbreak of the pan-
demic than before (see Figure 2).

The relationship between reasons for music participation and well-being

To directly investigate whether reasons for music participation are linked to well-being, multi-
ple linear regression analyses were conducted for participants’ recollections of before the out-
break of the pandemic and for their current lived experiences after the outbreak of the pandemic:
similarly to Laukka (2007), the regression analyses were set up to explore whether reasons for
music participation (identity and agency, mood regulation, relaxation and company, enjoy-
ment) can predict aspects of subjective (positive affect, satisfaction with life) and eudaimonic
(environmental mastery, personal growth, autonomy, self-acceptance, positive relations with
others) well-being. For each well-being dependent variable, a separate regression model was
calculated.

Results showed similar significant relationships between participants’ recollections of their
reasons for music participation and well-being before the outbreak of the pandemic compared
with between their reported reasons for music participation and well-being after the outbreak
(see Table 1). Although Fisher’s tests showed no significant change in the strength of the rela-
tionships that existed before and after the outbreak of the pandemic, there were more signifi-
cant relationships after the outbreak: After the outbreak of the pandemic, participating in
musical activities for identity and agency was a unique positive predictor of aspects of eudai-
monic well-being (personal growth, autonomy, positive relations with others) and participating
in musical activities for mood regulation was a unique positive predictor of subjective well-
being (positive affect and satisfaction with life) over and above the other predictor variables.
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While the reason of mood regulation was negatively linked to autonomy before the outbreak of
the pandemic, this relationship disappeared after the outbreak of the pandemic. Participating
in musical activities for the reason of relaxation and company was the only reason that did not
predict any of the well-being variables, whereas participating in musical activities for enjoy-
ment was a unique negative predictor of all well-being variables.

Discussion

The present study explored the effects of Covid-19 on the reasons for participating in musical
activities and their relationship with subjective and eudaimonic well-being. The results showed
that participants reported participating in musical activities more often for identity and agency,
mood regulation, and relaxation and company, after the outbreak of the pandemic than they
retrospectively recalled doing so before. These results extend findings by Cabedo-Mas et al.
(2021) and Carlson et al. (2021) showing that during the pandemic the majority of partici-
pants reported that music improves their mood, helps them relax, and keeps them company.
An explanation for the present finding on mood regulation and relaxation could be that,
because Covid-19 increased people’s negative arousal due to the stress and anxiety it caused
(e.g., Pedrosa et al., 2020; Vindegaard & Benros, 2020), people might have turned to music
more often to reduce and regulate their arousal. Past research supports this explanation and
shows that music can regulate arousal (e.g., Schéfer et al., 201 3) and help people become more
relaxed (e.g., Lynar et al., 2017; Pelletier, 2004 ). Also, people might have turned to music for
company more often as a result of the increase in loneliness and isolation due to Covid-19 (e.g.,
Brooks et al., 2020; McGinty et al., 2020). Furthermore, they might have turned to music for
identity and agency more often as a result of the increase in uncertainty and decrease in the
control they had over their surroundings (Rettie & Daniels, 2021). In sum, the increased par-
ticipation in musical activities to feel a sense of identity and agency, to regulate mood, to feel
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relaxed, and to have a sense of company might be an effective tool to cope with the negative
effects of Covid-19.

Indeed, as predicted, two of the reasons that increased after the outbreak of the pandemic
were positively linked to well-being: After the outbreak of the pandemic, participating in musi-
cal activities for identity and agency significantly predicted aspects of eudaimonic well-being
(personal growth, autonomy, positive relations with others), and participating in musical activ-
ities for mood regulation significantly predicted subjective well-being (positive affect and satis-
faction with life). These results were similar when recollections of the period before the outbreak
of the pandemic were analyzed but relationships were less significant. Given the present finding
that participants reported using music more often for identity and agency and mood regulation
after the outbreak of the pandemic, and that these reasons are positively linked to eudaimonic
and subjective well-being, respectively, it can be suggested that during the pandemic—and by
implication in times of crisis—people more often turn to music for its psychological benefits,
which in-turn helps them increase their well-being. However, given the correlational nature of
the design, the causality of the relationships cannot be properly addressed; it cannot be ruled
out that, instead of the reasons for music participation being the driver of changes in well-
being, well-being is driving changes in the reasons, such that higher well-being leads to an
increase in the frequency of participation for mood regulation and for identity and agency.

The positive link found in this study during the pandemic between well-being and reasons
for participating in musical activities, namely identity and agency and mood regulation,
extends the few studies focusing on Covid-19 and showing positive results on well-being of
playing or listening to music: Participating in musical activities enhanced satisfaction with life
(Krause et al., 2021); listening to carefully curated music playlists enhanced emotional well-
being, valence, and sense of meaning (Sice et al., 2020); and receptive music therapy enhanced
emotional well-being and reduced stress during Covid-19 (Giordano et al., 2020). It also
extends research before the pandemic on music listening in general (e.g., Groarke & Hogan,
2016; Morinville et al., 2013; Papinczak et al., 2015; Saarikallio, 2011) and on reasons for
music listening in the elderly population in particular (e.g., Laukka, 2007).

While two of the three reasons for music participation that increased during the pandemic,
namely identity and agency and mood regulation, were linked to well-being, the third reason,
namely relaxation and company, was not linked to any of the well-being variables before or
after the outbreak of the pandemic. The fourth reason for music participation, namely enjoy-
ment, was alone in not increasing during the pandemic and indeed in having a negative rela-
tionship with both subjective and eudaimonic well-being, and then both before and after the
outbreak of the pandemic. The direction of this relationship was not compatible with research
by Laukka (2007) showing a positive, albeit weak, correlation between well-being and partici-
pating in musical activities—specifically listening—for enjoyment. Nonetheless, it is unlikely
that the current negative relationship found here is an anomaly given the strong relationship
across all well-being variables both before and after the outbreak of the pandemic. One is left to
speculate about what is the direction of the causality: If one assumes that it is the reason for
music participation that drives the well-being, one would have to argue that the more one uses
music for enjoyment, the more well-being reduces. On the other hand, it might be that the cau-
sality is in the opposite direction such that those whose well-being is low are more inclined to
participate in musical activities for enjoyment.

The present findings emphasise the urgency of resolving the question around the direction
of the causality between reasons for music participation and well-being (see also Laukka,
2007). Future research should therefore more closely investigate potential factors that might
mediate the relationship between reasons for music participation and well-being. This could
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then help inform why certain reasons might be related to well-being differently than others. For
example, exploring the specific types of music (in terms of, for example, tempo, genre, valence)
people choose for the different reasons could help to resolve the nature of the relationship
between reasons for music participation and well-being.

One important limitation of this exploratory study is that participants were not given an
explicit timeframe before the pandemic over which to report their recollected reasons for music
participation and well-being before the pandemic. Nonetheless, it was made explicit to partici-
pants that the focus was on change since the pandemic, with the intention that participants
would report their experience just before the outbreak of the pandemic. A second limitation is
that reports relating to before the outbreak of the pandemic could have been limited by recall
errors, resulting in either under- or over-reporting of experience (Kjellsson et al., 2014).
Nevertheless, it is reassuring that not all the reasons for music participation increased during
the pandemic and that the relationships between reasons for music participation and well-
being were similar before the pandemic and during it.

Conclusion

Music is universal and has many psychological benefits, including improving our well-being.
The present survey study aimed to explore how the reasons for participating in musical activ-
ities have changed since the pandemic and whether these reasons are significant predictors
of subjective and eudaimonic well-being during and before Covid-19. The results showed that
after the outbreak of Covid-19, people participated in musical activities more often for rea-
sons related to feeling a sense of identity and agency, regulating their mood, and feeling
relaxed and in company. Importantly, some of the increased reasons, namely music partici-
pation for identity and agency and for mood regulation, could positively predict well-being
during the pandemic. Together, these findings extend previous research by showing that rea-
sons for music participation are significantly linked to well-being not only before but also
during the pandemic and suggest that those who use music more for identity and agency and
mood regulation during the pandemic show, respectively, greater eudaimonic and subjective
well-being.
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