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ABSTRACT 

Music is considered worldwide as both a verbal and non-verbal tool because it 
influences an individual's emotions, positively impacting their mood, individuality, and 
self-confidence, among other aspects. In the context of pharmacological treatments for 
substance dependence, the practices of Music Therapy are included and are 
considered a valuable tool to assist in the recovery of these patients. Music provides 
emotional and mental support during the detoxification and withdrawal processes 
experienced by individuals who develop substance-induced disorders. It is a 
complementary therapy that helps the patient express themselves, contributing to 
improvements in the sensory and motor experiences of the participants. In other words, 
it allows the individual's subjectivity to re-emerge, enabling them to reconnect with 
themselves and with society. The literature demonstrates that drug addiction is a 
millennia-old phenomenon that affected approximately 11.2 million people around the 
world in 2020. Additionally, there has been an increase in consumption among young 
people, with rates growing by 26% compared to those recorded in 2012. This review 
article, prepared using the bibliographic research technique, aims to demonstrate the 
effectiveness of Music Therapy in the treatment and support of patients with substance 
use disorders. Based on the literature selected from electronic sources, it was found 
that Music Therapy, as an additional treatment alongside pharmacological 
approaches, significantly contributes to the recovery of individuals with substance-
induced disorders. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

According to Teixeira (2019, p.20), music is considered "a verbal and non-verbal tool 

for exploring feelings" because it positively impacts people's moods and promotes the 

reduction of stress and anxiety, as well as improvements in self-esteem, personal 

motivation, emotional expression, and social cohesion. 

As music contributes to the neuropsychological representations of the individual by 

acting on their emotions, affectivity, and motivation, music therapy can serve as an 

additional tool for the treatment of various diseases, especially for individuals 

recovering from substance dependence, promoting improvements in the physical, 

emotional, mental, social, and cognitive conditions of the person (Weigsding and 

Barbosa, 2015). 

Alvarez, Gomes, and Xavier (2014, p.642) state that "drugs are substances that 

produce changes in sensations, the level of consciousness, and the emotional state of 

individuals." The continued use of these substances affects all aspects of individuals' 

lives, as users react differently from their normal state due to the substances' impact 

on their interactions and social, academic, professional, and personal performance 

(Teixeira, 2019). 

Regarding the regular use of synthetic chemical substances, as they affect the 

cognitive, social, and neurological capacities of individuals, there are many cases 

where individuals develop psychiatric disorders, including intoxication, withdrawal, and 

substance-induced mental disorders (Pedrosa, Garcia, and Loureiro, 2022; APA, 

2014). 

In addition to pharmacological treatments, Music Therapy (MT) is integrated as a 

complementary therapy, contributing to the individual's strength during the period of 

abstinence and the improvement of anxiety-related symptoms and the ability to resist 

the temptation to return to drug use (Teixeira, 2019). 

Thus, music therapy serves as an auxiliary activity to the necessary medication-based 

treatments for patients with substance dependence, and its practice should be carried 
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out by a qualified professional, aiming to provide patient self-expression and sensory 

and motor experiences to participants. 

This review article was prepared using the bibliographic research technique, based on 

electronic searches for scientific materials developed on the subject. Its objective is to 

demonstrate the effectiveness of Music Therapy (MT) in the treatment support for 

patients with disorders caused by psychoactive substances. 

2. DEVELOPMENT 

2.1. PSYCHOACTIVE SUBSTANCE USE 

Over time, people's motivation for using Psychoactive Substances (PSA) has shifted 

from religious or ritualistic settings to the leisure and entertainment of individuals, 

which, to some extent, has trivialized this serious family and social issue (Teixeira, 

2019). According to Alvarez, Gomez, and Xavier (2014, p.642), it is a problem that 

"affects children, adolescents, men, and women of any social class, without distinction 

of sex, creed, or color." 

Throughout the 20th century, the issue of PSA consumption was extensively studied 

from a scientific perspective, leading society to change its view on this matter, 

previously considered only a matter of character, to being seen and treated as a 

disease "of biological, psychological, and social nature" (Araújo, 2004, p. 2). Over time, 

specialized medical services were created to treat these patients - through 

hospitalization to promote abstinence - but they evolved into outpatient services, 

assisted living facilities, therapeutic monitoring, and day hospitals. 

The initiation of psychoactive substance use usually arises from curiosity or 

dissatisfaction with a person's home environment, or due to various psychological 

aspects inherent to certain individuals, related to "vulnerabilities in their personality, 

low self-esteem, self-destructive tendencies, depression, anxiety, and derivatives of 

such negative feelings" (Alvarez, Gomez, and Xavier, 2014, p.642). The selected 

literature shows that the initiation of use is common among adolescents with difficulties 
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in family and/or school relationships, making them more vulnerable to PSA use, 

especially boys around the age of 13, who begin by experimenting with alcohol and 

tobacco. 

According to the World Drug Report released in 2017 by the United Nations Office on 

Drugs and Crime (UNODC), drug use is considered a public health problem. Alvarez, 

Gomez, and Xavier (2014, p.642) refer to it as an "ancient and universal practice." In 

this 2017 report, the World Health Organization (WHO) reported that drug use affected 

5% of the world's population, encompassing different age groups (Teixeira, 2019). 

In 2022, the use of psychoactive substances affected approximately 11.2 million 

people worldwide, with a 26% increase among young people compared to the rates 

observed ten years earlier. According to the UNODC World Drug Report (2022), 

approximately 284 million people between the ages of 15 and 64 used illicit substances 

worldwide, with marijuana being the most commonly used. 

This report provides an overview of the global supply and demand for opioids, cocaine, 

cannabis, amphetamine-type stimulants, and New Psychoactive Substances (NPS), 

including their impact on human health. The report also indicates that a significant 

proportion of individuals in Africa, South America, and Central America who are in 

treatment for mental disorders are associated with cannabis use (UNODC, 2022). 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), the type of substance, whether 

natural or synthetic, or the method of administration, does not concern its users. It can 

be a substance ingested, inhaled, or injected, as long as the user achieves their main 

goal, which is to experience the effects that affect the Central Nervous System (CNS), 

effects that alter their "sensory perception, cognition, consciousness, and mood" 

(Teixeira, 2019, p.22). 

Since all psychoactive substances lead to dependency and different alterations in the 

human body by affecting its organic structures and modifying a person's behavior, the 

impairments to an individual's brain capacity occur based on "...individual, emotional, 

and physical characteristics of the user, the chosen drug, the quantity, frequency of 
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use, and circumstances in which it is consumed" (Alvarez, Gomez, and Xavier, 2014, 

p.642). 

Alarcon (2012) describes the existence of three types of classifications for 

psychotropics according to: 1. pharmacological effects on the Central Nervous System 

(CNS) and user behavior; 2. the origin of the drug, and finally, 3. according to legal 

status, as presented in Table 1. 

Table 1 - Classification of psychoactive substances and effects on the CNS 

Type of 
substances 

CNS effects Substances 

Depressant 
drugs 

decrease brain 
activity 

alcohol. 

edatives and/or hypnotics, which are barbiturates 
(phenobarbital, phenytoin, etc.). 

anxiolytics, such as benzodiazepines (diazepam, 
bromazepam, lorazepam, etc.). 

opioids or narcotics, for tension relief and drowsiness, 
such as morphine and its derivatives (heroin, 
codeine, meperidine, etc). 

inhalants or solvents, such as glues, paints, and 
thinners. 

Stimulant drugs Increase brain 
activity 

cocaine, amphetamines and derivatives (including 
weight loss medication), and tobacco. 

Disturbing 
drugs. 

Alter the quality 
of brain 
functioning 

hallucinogens, such as mescaline (Mexican cactus), 
marijuana or THC (tetrahydrocannabinol), psilocybin 
(mushrooms), datura (jimsonweed, trumpet flower, or 
white skirt), LSD, ecstasy, and anticholinergics. 

Source: Compiled by the author based on ALARCON (2012, p. 105). 

Rocha et al. (2019, apud Teixeira, 2019, p.20), mention symptoms described in the 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), including: "...irritability, 

anxiety, emotional stress, sleep disturbance, dysphoria, aggressive behaviors, and 

cravings, associated with stress-related neuroadaptive changes and brain reward 

circuitry alterations..." and that such effects should receive appropriate medication 

treatment for reduction. 

According to the DSM-5 (APA, 2014, p. 482), psychoactive substances are subdivided 

into various categories: "alcohol, hallucinogens, amphetamines, marijuana, caffeine, 
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cocaine, inhalants, nicotine, opioids, sedatives, hypnotics, and anxiolytics." They are 

classified according to the origin of each substance, as shown in Table 2. 

Table 2 - Psychoactive substances by origin 

Drugs Depressants Stimulants Disturbing 

Natural Alcohol; Opioids Cocaine, caffeine, 
nicotine 

Marijuana, 
Ayahuasca, 
mushroom 

Synthetic Anxiolytics/Sedatives; 
Inhalants 

Amphetamines LSD; Ecstasy 

Source: ALARCON (2012, p. 105). 

Teixeira (2019) explains that the fact that some substances are considered natural is 

due to their psychoactive composition being close to their plant origin, that is, with low 

mixing and concentration. 

2.2. EFFECTS OF PSYCHOACTIVE SUBSTANCES 

The problem of addiction has been a concern for all spheres of society, including civil 

society, government officials, educators, and religious leaders. From a social 

perspective, individuals with addiction issues often face "marginalization and 

exclusion" from common activities and environments, as they are often associated with 

dangerous behavior, civil irresponsibility, and idleness, as explained by MacRAE and 

Vidal (2006, apud Cardoso and Cunha, 2011, p.77). 

From a medical perspective, the use of psychoactive substances leads to a pattern of 

behavior considered pathological because the effects on the user's mind result in 

physical, mental, and behavioral problems, and yet these individuals cannot stop 

(Khan, 2022). 

All Psychoactive Substances (PSAs) have in common "direct activation of the brain's 

reward system," which reinforces behaviors and creates memories (APA, 2014, p. 

481). Such substances can lead to two types of disorders in users: "substance use 

disorders and substance-induced disorders." 
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Rosa (2013) notes that many globally known musicians produced most of their lyrics 

and songs while using psychoactive substances, including Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, 

Kurt Cobain, Amy Winehouse, individuals whose lives were cut short as a result of the 

abusive use of synthetic psychotropics. 

According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) (APA, 

2014), there are distinct categories of drugs that cause mental disorders in individuals, 

leading their users to the necessary psychiatric treatments for recovery. Withdrawal, 

which is the reduction and/or discontinuation of the use of such substances, results in 

physical and emotional crises due to changes in the physical and behavioral reactions 

of the individual, as explained by Alvarez, Gomez, and Xavier (2014). The authors note 

that PSA users can no longer live and interact in their daily lives without drugs because 

they believe they are helpful in coping with their daily challenges. 

Other important details highlighted in the DSM-5 (APA, 2014) relate to the classification 

of disorders that may arise in substance-dependent individuals since all types of 

substances activate the brain's reward system. The constant and intense activation of 

the reward system causes individuals to no longer display natural adaptive behaviors 

for each situation due to the immediate sense of pleasure caused by the substances 

consumed. These effects are commonly known as "high or trip." 

The World Drug Report released in 2017 by the United Nations Office on Drugs and 

Crime (UNODC) stated that in 2015, approximately 250 million people worldwide used 

legal and/or illegal drugs, and 29.5 million of them (0.6%) consisted of adults who 

developed mental disorders due to the use of psychoactive substances (Teixeira, 

2019). 

There are various aspects to consider to assist in the treatment of substance addiction, 

including the involvement of the family. However, it is a fact that family members also 

need support and guidance to ensure the effectiveness of the treatment. Alvarez, 

Gomez, and Xavier (2014, p. 642) argue that the "formation of one's own personality, 

as the foundation for incorporating patterns of behavior, beliefs, customs, experiences, 
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and social ties," highlights the importance of family involvement, as it is within the family 

that individuals develop. 

The intensity of individuals' reactions is related to their individual tolerance levels to the 

substances consumed (APA, 2014). Moreover, the abrupt cessation of the 

consumption of a specific substance, such as cannabis, may lead to symptoms like 

"irritability, anger or aggression, anxiety, depressed mood, restlessness, difficulty 

sleeping, and decreased appetite or weight loss," as defined in the DSM-5 (APA, 2014, 

p.511). 

2.3. MUSIC THERAPY (MT) AND ITS PRACTICES 

According to Gimenes (2021), Music Therapy lies at the intersection of science and 

art, allowing for the holistic development of the human being by enriching them. This 

is because music impacts the emotions of individuals, as both body and mind are 

expressed through the individual's expressiveness and creativity. Music Therapy 

emerged in the post-World War II era when it was used by musicians in rehabilitation 

hospitals to aid soldiers recovering physically and dealing with emotional trauma 

(Figueiredo and Amorim, 2020). 

Weigsding and Barbosa (2015, p.47) state that "music therapy has extensive 

neuropsychological representation with direct access to emotions, impulse control, 

emotions, and motivation." According to these authors, music stimulates non-verbal 

memory, leading individuals to access the brain functions where symbols organized 

throughout their lives are stored, helping people develop their capacity to retain and 

memorize facts, situations, and feelings. 

Fernandes et al. (2016, p.30) define that "art is a tool favorable to the production of 

subjectivities, expression of the unconscious (repressed affects and emotions), and 

strengthening of self-esteem and confidence through the use of individual potentials 

revealed during activities." 

The use of psychoactive substances was historically treated from a medical and 

psychiatric perspective, and Art Therapy, which encompasses music, painting, theater, 
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drawing, graffiti, reading, etc., was slowly adopted as a complementary activity to drug 

treatment. The use of music alongside patients recovering from drug addiction allows 

them to express themselves non-verbally, expressing their "feelings, dreams, desires, 

ghosts, conflicts, etc.," allowing these individuals to experience small emotional 

victories and regain their hope for living and overcoming their addiction (Lopes et al., 

2016, p.21). 

Zanini (2004) explains that the connection between different areas of knowledge, the 

use of images, symbols, and languages, arises from research carried out by new fields 

of knowledge and various scientific areas. The author highlights that while Music 

Therapy (MT) emerged as an emerging science in the 1980s, interdisciplinary work 

across various areas of the humanities, exact sciences, and social sciences has 

existed since the 1960s. 

According to Barcellos (1992, p.41, apud  Zanini, 2004, p.5), Music Therapy serves as 

a facilitator of "communication with patients, as a point of reference or parameter with 

reality." Due to the benefits Music Therapy brings to patients in American hospitals, 

the National Association for Music Therapy (NAMT) established an undergraduate 

course in this field, which began to be recognized as a new profession from the 1950s 

(Figueiredo and Amorim, 2020). 

Regarding the application of Music Therapy (MT) in Mental Health, as a 

complementary treatment to pharmacological and conventional treatments, it 

contributes to reducing symptoms such as "anxiety, depression, and anger," while also 

promoting improvements in feelings of "pleasure and happiness" for the patient 

(Teixeira, 2019, p.21). The author reports that individuals experiencing the withdrawal 

process from substance dependence exhibit symptoms common to other drugs, 

including anxiety, depression, and manic or hypomanic states. 

These symptomatic processes can be addressed through group activities. Fernandes 

et al. (2016) explain that arts, such as music therapy, play therapy, dance therapy, and 

drawing and painting therapy, have favorable effects on rehabilitation, allowing 

participants in therapeutic groups to relax, create bonds within these groups, and 
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express their feelings. This helps participants become more spontaneous during 

therapeutic workshops by creating connections with others. 

The use of artistic expression allows these patients to experience synchronized 

sensory and motor experiences, aiming to reduce stress and anxiety, as well as 

improve mood, self-esteem, emotional expression, and social cohesion (Teixeira, 

2019, p. 21). 

Pedrosa (2023, p.17) notes the observation of "improvements in aspects such as 

attendance, attention, positive thoughts, immediate memory, short-term memory, long-

term memory, and motor perception of patients" in studies conducted by different 

musicians, which highlighted the benefits observed in groups of drug-dependent 

patients and those with substance-induced disorders. 

Fernandes et al. (2016, p. 32) state that clinical Music Therapy includes "lyric analysis, 

relaxation training, musical composition, games, and improvisation based on emotions 

or other relevant themes for treatment." The use of music in conventional therapies 

allows patients to establish a connection between their emotions and needs, some of 

which may be difficult to express through conversations with a psychologist or social 

worker. It also serves to motivate patients to engage in treatment, promoting their 

involvement and enabling addicts to bring out their feelings and overcome the barriers 

to their recovery (Fernandes et al., 2016). 

2.4. THE ROLE OF THE MUSIC THERAPIST 

There are associations of music therapy practices with various areas of individual care, 

such as Speech Therapy, Neuroscience, Nursing, and Physical Therapy (Gimenes, 

2021). As a non-verbal form of communication, music is a composition that, whether 

just a tune or having lyrics, allows an individual to express important elements of their 

identity, experienced conflicts, traumas, and aspirations, among other information that 

helps the person express themselves. 

Figueiredo and Amorim (2020, p.2) state that music therapy is "an intervention that 

uses music and its elements, provided by a qualified person, to promote learning, the 
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acquisition of new skills, to improve the quality of life. It can be applied for prevention, 

rehabilitation, or treatment," as defined by the World Federation of Music Therapy in 

1996. 

Therapy through music therapy is a blend of a recently emerged science combined 

with the Human and Health Sciences since music facilitates communication between 

the patient and their therapist, conveying most of the time, maladjustments, gaps, and 

omissions, and how such issues are interconnected, without the patient expressing 

these problems verbally. The author argues that "it is in the melodic horizon sung by 

the patient that information is revealed and becomes concrete, punctuated, and 

applied through techniques" (Rosa, 2013, p.15). 

The applicability of music therapy is extensive for different age groups, such as the 

elderly population and individuals with Alzheimer's, Parkinson's, hypertension, muscle 

disorders, and even cases of Stroke; kidney diseases, etc.; for children and 

adolescents, music therapy applies to cases such as "respiratory syndromes and 

neonatal infection cases; autism cases, cerebral palsy cases, and even in the 

development of expressive language and orofacial motor skills" (Gimenes, 2021, p.33). 

Regarding issues related to emotional, psychological, and/or psychic aspects, music 

therapy contributes to conditions such as depression, anxiety disorders, and stress, 

among other psychological illnesses. 

According to the definition provided by the World Federation of Music Therapy 

(WFMT), music therapy is considered a pathway to the well-being of individuals, 

influencing their quality of life and health, and is also important for educational 

purposes. Kenneth Bruscia, an American music therapy theorist, emphasizes the 

importance of music for rehabilitation processes and treatments related to physical, 

social, and emotional aspects, and in promoting individuals' health and quality of life 

(Bruscia, 2016, apud Gimenes, 2021). 
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3. CONCLUSION 

Among the works and authors selected for the writing of this article, it is a common 

understanding that the use of Music Therapy, among other forms of Art Therapy, as a 

complementary treatment to medication therapies, is a recent but highly significant fact 

for individuals in recovery from the use of psychoactive substances and those who 

have developed psychiatric disorders related to such use. 

Engagement with music allows people to perceive feelings, memories, and positive 

reactions, leading to a sense of belonging, joy, and even happiness due to the 

sensations caused by musicalization. 
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