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Abstract:

Trauma experiences is a significant risk factor for mental health. Considering the
prevalence of traumatic events, the effectiveness of the coping strategies used by
individuals who have been exposed or witnessed these events is becoming more
important. The purpose of this study is to examine the role of listening to music in
coping with trauma. The research was tailored to the case study from qualitative
research methods. The study group of the research consists of seven students having at
least one traumatic experience and studying at a high school in the province of Rize. A
semi-structured interview form consisting of 8 questions was used as the basic data
collection tool in the study. The obtained data were analyzed by using qualitative data
analysis techniques and content analysis technique. Analyzes made indicates that a
large number of participants have tried to listen to music to cope with traumatic
experiences. In the process of coping with trauma, it has been determined that listening
to music has neutral, positive and negative effects. It is considered that the results
obtained will provide meaningful contributions to the preparation of intervention
programs for individuals with traumatic experiences.
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1. Introduction

Trauma is defined as repetitive, involuntary emotional distress experienced by
individuals who experience genuine or intimidating death, severe injury, or sexual
assault (American Psychiatric Association, APA, 2014: 146). Natural catastrophes, traffic
accidents, physical attacks, sudden death of a loved one, or warlike events are given as
examples of traumatic experiences (Kubany, et al., 2000). Besides witnessing such
events, interfering for work, or learning that a close relative has been exposed can also
have a traumatic effect (Morrison, 2014).

! Correspondence: email zdincaltun@gmail.com

Copyright © The Author(s). All Rights Reserved.
© 2015 - 2018 Open Access Publishing Group 289


http://dx.doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.1328275
http://www.oapub.org/edu

Ziihal Ding Altun, Miinevver Ozdemir
THE ROLE OF THE MUSIC IN COPING WITH TRAUMA EXPERIENCES

It is known that many people have experienced or witnessed at least one
traumatic event during their lifetime (Benjet et al, 2016). Also in the studies on
adolescents, attention is drawn to the prevalence of traumatic experiences (Nilsson,
Gustafsson and Svedin, 2010). For instance, almost all of the adolescents between the
ages of 14-19 who participated in the research done by Closson et al. (2016) have
experienced at least one traumatic event throughout their lives.

In another study on 4023 adolescents, it has been determined that 54.6% of the
girls and 56.7% of the males had traumatic experiences (Macdonald, Danielson,
Resnick, Saunders and Kilpatrick, 2010). Distressing emotions and thoughts, self-
injurious behavior, forgetfulness, exaggerated negative beliefs, sleeping problems and
difficulty in focusing are only a few of the psychological problems that are caused by
trauma (APA, 2014). Besides trauma, experiences are accepted as an important risk
factor for psychiatric disorders. Posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and depression
are the most common psychiatric problems among individuals exposed or witnessed to
traumatic events (Yiice et al., 2015). Also; generalized anxiety disorder, somatization
disorder, traumatic sadness and behavioral problems were found to be associated with
traumatic events (Betancourt et al., 2012). Acute stress disorder also plays an important
role in traumatic psychological problems (Fullerton, Ursano and Wang, 2004).
Traumatic life events can also play a role in the emergence of more negative
consequences such as suicide (Borges et al., 2008).

Psychological help provided by professional people is an effective method to
solve mental problems related to trauma (Beaumont, Galpin and Jenkins, 2012). It is a
fact that music is known to have very different effects on people. Similarly, it appears
that music has been used as a healing and therapeutic tool throughout history
(Ozveren, 2011). Although practices on individuals with traumatic experiences have a
short history (Garrido, Baker, Davidson, Moore and Wasserman, 2015), music-based
therapies can also be evaluated within this context (Schwantes and Mckinney, 2010;
Teague, Hahna and McKinney, 2006). For instance; in a research conducted by Baker
and Jones (2006) on refugee students, music therapy has played a role, particularly in
hyperactivity and aggression reduction. It is stated that music is used in different and
various fields in the healing processes of human health. Imseytoglu and Yildiz, (2012:
161) in their study, reports that there were various studies reporting that music has
been used to relieve various ailments and aches (Derebent and Yigit, 2008), to treat
various symptoms such as anxiety, to improve the quality of life and body resistance
and to heal spiritually. However; individuals with traumatic experiences generally do
not receive psychological help at the professional level (Altun and Yazici, 2012; Stein et
al., 2004). Besides non-professional sources of help such as parents, friends, etc. are
more frequently referred to the posttraumati (Leshem, Haj-Yahia and Guterman, 2015).
Listening to music, though not part of a professional helping process, has a healing
effect on mental health (Chan, Chan and Mok, 2010). Listening to music is also one of
the preferred methods for coping with trauma (Brough, Gorman, Ramirez and
Westoby, 2003; Vrklevski and Franklin, 2008). Although studies on traumatic
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individuals are limited, listening to music can be considered as an effective method of
coping with trauma (Sarkamo et al., 2008).

When the related literature is examined, it is seen that music-oriented therapies
are generally used in the treatment of psychological disorders but a limited number of
practices have been made on individuals with traumatic experiences. Although
individual activities of listening to music take an important place in daily life - usually
among adolescents, the role of listening to music in coping with trauma has been the
subject of only a few researches. This study is considered to contribute to the relevant
literature in this sense. It is also believed that the findings of the study are important in
terms of the use of music in the development of the coping skills of individuals who
have experienced such experiences, as well as in leading individuals and educators and
parents who are interested in this work.

2. The Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to determine the role of individual activities of listening to
music in the process of coping with the psychological problems experienced by
individuals who are exposed or witness to traumatic events. In the study, the answers
are also sought to the following questions:
1. What are the effects of trauma experiences on the mental health of individuals?
2. What are the methods that individuals use in the process of coping with the
traumatic events they experience?
3. What are the effects of listening to music in coping with trauma?
4. Ts there a relationship between the preferred type of music and mental health of
individuals?

3. Method

This study was designed and conducted within the frame of a qualitative research
approach. In the study, case study was used as a method. The case study is an in-depth
study of a situation in its natural environment (Punch and Oancea, 2014). Special case
studies are the studies that allow an event or phenomenon to be examined more deeply
through the perspective of the individual (Ekiz, 2009). In this context, the study was
conducted by using the case study method as it was aimed to thoroughly examine the
thoughts of the participants in this study in order to understand how individuals who
have any traumatic experience in this study are using the music to cope with the
negative effects of trauma.

3.1 The Study Group

The study group of the study consists of 7 students who have been studying in a high
school, with at least one traumatic experience. To select the individuals to be included
in the study; objective sampling was used from non-random sampling methods. In the
objective sampling method, individuals who are believed to have knowledge in relation

European Journal of Education Studies - Volume 4 | Issue 11 | 2018 291



Ziihal Ding Altun, Miinevver Ozdemir
THE ROLE OF THE MUSIC IN COPING WITH TRAUMA EXPERIENCES

to the purpose of the sampling research are chosen (Fraenkel, Wallen and Hyun,
2012:100). Some descriptive information regarding to the research group has been
summarized in Table 1. According to this; two of the students who participated in the
interview were male and five were females. Each participant is coded as S1, 52, S3 for
ethical rules. Participants' ages range from 14 to 18 years.

Table 1: Some descriptive information regarding the interviewed students

Participant Gender Age Class The Most Listened The Type of
Level Music Type Trauma Experience
S1 Female 17 11. Class Arabesque Unexpected Death
of a Loved One
52 Female 14 9. Class Pop Divorce of
Parents
S3 Female 15 10. Class Pop Isolation from Society and Exclusion
from the Peer Group
54 Female 15 9. Class Rock Leaving Someone
Special
S5 Female 17 11. Class Pop Academic
Repression
56 Male 18 11. Class Folk Music The Disease
of a Loved One
07 Male 16 9. Class Arabesque Unexpected Death

of a Loved One

3.2 Data Collection Tool and Processes

In this study, data were collected with a semi-structured interview form consisting of 8
questions. Semi-structured interviews; while allowing the interviewee to express
himself as it is; provide in-depth information on the issue being studied (Biiyiikoztiirk,
Cakmak, Akgiin, Karadeniz and Demirel, 2014). While the interview form was being
prepared; the principles such as the need for questions to be understandable, specific
and open-ended, to be organized rationally and not to be leading (Yildirim and Simsek,
2008) were taken into consideration. The prepared interview form was presented to the
opinions of 2 lecturers who were experts in the field and the final form was given to the
form. Pilot interviews were conducted with three out-of-sample students prior to the
actual interviews in order to test the understandability and appropriateness of the
questions on this form. Based upon the feedback from the pilot interviews, the final
forms were given to the questions on the form. In actual practice interviews with
participants lasted 20-30 minutes on average and the speeches were recorded on a voice
recorder. Later, these records were transcribed in a computer environment (transcript)
and then raw data obtained by taking written texts from the computer were imported
into the analysis process.

3.3 Data Analysis

Data obtained by semi-structured interviews were analyzed by content analysis
method. In this process, the data were organized according to the theme presented by
the research questions. In students’ views, similar views were integrated and
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subcategories were formed. These categories were tabulated under the themes and
supported by direct quotations from the participants' speeches. In other words, the
answers given by the participants to the questions asked in the interview were handled
separately for each question, and tables and nets were created, sometimes presented
directly in the findings by making direct quotations from the participants.

4. Findings

4.1 The Effects of Trauma Experiences on Mental Health

In the study, firstly according to the participants, the effects of the traumatic event on
their own mental health were tried to be examined and a question was posed to the
participants. The findings related to the effects of trauma experiences on students'
mental health are summarized in Table 2.

Table 2: The effects of trauma experiences on mental health

Opinions S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7
Negative Affectivity X X X X X X X
Sleeping Problems X

Lack of attention X X

Distortions in the Functioning of Thought Structure X X X X
Suicidal Thought

As seen in Table 2, all participants have reported that the mental effects of the traumatic
event they witnessed or witnessed are negative. According to the participants, the
deterioration in the functioning of negative affectivity and mentality are common
psychological symptoms after trauma. Only one of the students who participated in the
survey has reported that they have thought to commit suicide due to traumatic
experiences. While S1 suffering the trauma of the death of the loved one is expressing
his view in this issue such as: "At first everything was terrible, I was fond of my father. When
he was gone, I fell into the void, I was very unhappy and 1 was crying all the time (S1) ”, S5
who has academic repression, has expressed his mental disorder as follows: “I was
always thinking of this situation. Sometimes I feel like I'm going crazy but I do not do anything”
(S5).

Among the participants, only S6 has stated his thought to commit suicide
because of the traumatic event he experienced as follows: “....I could not think of a life
without my mother. Even I thought to commit suicide instead. I would not have been without
her, so I could not”

As is seen, the psychological reactions of individuals to these events differ in
similar traumatic situations (such as the loss of a loved one).

4.2 Methods Used in the Process of Coping with Traumatic Events

The students participating in the research were asked which methods they used during
the process of coping with the traumatic event they experienced. The findings from the
analysis of the answers obtained from the students are summarized in Table 3.
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Table 3: Methods used in the process of coping with the experienced traumatic event

Opinions S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7

Avoidance X X

Positive Thinking

Emotional Social Support X X

Denial X

Getting information X

Smoking X

As seen in Table 3, it is seen that participants resort to different methods of coping with
the effects of trauma. Applying social support, thinking positively and avoiding are the
most frequently used coping methods among the participants. While S2 having social
support by other family members resulting in the divorce of his parents, is expressing
his thoughts in this issue as “We stayed in the women'’s shelter, we were hungry. However,
my mother and brother were besides me. We overcame everything together”, S6, who has had
the experience of witnessing the severe illness of a loved one, emphasizes the
importance of positive thinking as “I had worries, but I tried to evaluate it positively, it
would be nice things, and things would be happening all the time.” S5 of the participants who
experienced academic pressure trauma has tried to explain that he preferred to avoid
the incident as following expressions: “I'm quitting and trying to get away instead of
dealing with it. For example, I spilled tea on my Maths book on purpose in order that my mother
would stop saying to solve test.”

As is seen, the source of trauma differs from the reactions exhibited by
individuals. It can be argued that how accurate and appropriate these methods
developed by the participants to cope with are. Because these methods are the coping
methods that individuals develop personally without professional support.

4.3 Social Support Resources after Trauma

In this way of research, participants were asked whether there were people with whom
they shared their experiences in the process of coping with their traumatic experiences
or not. The findings obtained are summarized in Table 4.

Table 4: Social Support Resources after Trauma

Resources S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7

Darling X

Relative X

Teacher

Family Members X

Friend X

XX XXX |X

Counselor Teacher

When the findings in Table 4 are examined, it has been determined that all participants
has shared the traumatic event with at least one person. However, the majority of the
students have not received professional support due to the traumatic event they
experienced. For instance, while S6 is expressing the fact that he shared his situation
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with his brother about the illness of a loved one as “We were talking to my siblings, and we
were understanding each other very well because they had the same problems.” , S4 living the
pain of separation has also expressed that he shared his feelings with his friends as
following expressions: “I tell my friends, they are always with me. Sometimes it feels really
good to talk, even though they don’t understand me,” As seen in the table, the S5, who is
under academic repression, has felt the need to share the situation with all reachable
people, such as relatives, teachers, friends and teachers, in order to overcome it. In this
context, it can be said that participants are seeking support by explaining their feelings
to the individuals around them in order to overcome the traumatic situations they
experienced.

4.4 The Role of Music in Coping with Trauma

One of the main research questions of the study is to determine whether individuals
who have experienced trauma use music as a means of coping with trauma. In this
context, two questions were asked to the participants as “Have you ever tried to listen to
music to cope with your post-traumatic psychological problems? What kind of music did you
listen to? ” In the first question, all of the participants except S6 replied "yes" and stated
that they were listening to music. Findings obtained from the answers given in the
second question are presented in Table 5.

Table 5: Preferred types of music to cope with trauma

Types of Music S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7
X

Arabesque X X X

Pop X X

Rock X

Folk Music X

According to Table 5; almost all of the students have tried to listen to music during the
process of coping with trauma experiences. The most common types of music that these
students listen to are arabesque and pop music. S3 and S5 have expressed why they
prefer to listen to music as the following expressions: When I go back home in the evening,
I listen to music to distribute my head, I want to forget school (S3). Music is my sanctuary, no
one understands you, it’s tiring to talk. I am setting my own world while listening to music,
wearing my headphones and leaving the outside world, and for a while everything is getting
away (S5).

As is seen, it has been determined that listening to music has made various
impacts on individuals in the process of coping with trauma experiences. Participants
were asked to express their views on how music influenced their psychological
situation in order to understand exactly what this impact was.

In this regard, three of the participants stated that there was no effect of listening
to music in coping with the traumatic event they experienced; others mentioned its
positive or negative effects. For instance, while S4 is expressing that music has made
negative impacts as “I am getting worse and worse, the words make me live through the
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incident again. My despair is growing, I'm saying, No dice.” S5 has also explained that
music relieves himself and the impact of music on himself as “Listening to music makes
me easier to cry, I cannot cry besides someone else, then 1'm calming down ”. S7 has also stated
that listening to music has no impact as follows: "It has no impact, I'm just listening. What
does listening to music solve?...”

In this context, it can be said that the majority of the participant students who
have experienced the trauma experience use music as a means of coping and listening
to music has different impacts on their own psychological states.

Two questions were also asked to the participants for better explain the impacts
of the music on themselves as “Is there any difference in the types of music that you prefer
before and after the trauma? Why? ”. The findings obtained are presented in Table 6.

Table 6: Differences in the type of the preferred music after trauma

Is there a difference in the kinds of

. . Reason of Difference S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 S6 S7
music you pre-and post-traumatized?

No X X
Tendency to emotional X X X X X
melodies

Yes Incompatibility of lyrics X X X X X

with the event

Increasing number of X
known songs and singers

Referring to Table 6, it is seen that a great majority of the students have a post-traumatic
differentiation in the musical types they prefer. The views of S1 and S6 on the issue are
as follows: “I have always listened to funny baby songs and then started to listen to emotional
songs” (51). “I have always listened to Black Sea songs. But after my mother got sick, I listened
to the songs in which the word “mother” was mentioned for a long time” (O6).

In the same context, two questions were asked to participants as “Was there a
difference between your daily music listening time before the trauma and your daily
music listening time after the trauma? How?” The findings obtained are summarized in
Table 7.

Table 7: Trauma-related differences in daily music listening time

Opinions S1 S2 S3 5S4 S5 S6 57
No Difference. X X
Music listening time is increased X X X X

Music listening time is reduced X

As is seen, all of the participants except two reported that their daily music listening
time increased or decreased after the trauma. S7 and S1 have used the following
statements on the subject: As for the duration of listening to music, Ali is expressing his
opinion as "It's always the same ... I used to listen to it a lot and listen to it a lot after my father
died too. There was no difference ... ” S1, indicating that he listened to music much more
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after the trauma, has also expressed his feelings “All night I was listening to the same song
many times. I would never listen to music so much before. ”

Finally, two questions were asked to the participants as “Do you think there is a
relationship between the type of music you listen to and your mood? How?” and the
findings obtained are presented in Table 8.

Table 8: The relationship between the preferred music type and
the mental health of individuals with traumatic experiences

Do you think there is a relationship
between the type of music you listen to

and your mood? Mood Preferred S1 S2 S3 S4 S5 Se6 S7
Music Type
No X X
Happy Pop X X X X
Yes Folk Music
Unhappy Arabesque X X
Rock X

It is observed that the mood of the majority of the students is associated with the kind
of music they prefer. Among the participants, pop listened when they are happy,
arabesque listened when they are unhappy is the most preferred music genre. The
views of 51 and S6 on the subject are as follows:

When I feel happy, 1 listen to lively pop songs. For instance Aleyna Tilki (A Turkish Pop
Singer)...(S1). When I'm unhappy or unable to solve a problem, I listen to heavy songs, that is,
Arabesque. (56).

5. Discussion, Conclusion and Recommendations

Based on the findings in the research, it can be said that music is one of the assistive
tools used to cope with trauma experiences. Individuals can get help from the
environment as well as using personal preference ways such as listening to music. It has
been determined that there is a relationship between music and the mental state of the
individuals with trauma experiences, the types of music they listened differentiate
depending on the source of trauma and the duration and types of music listening before
and after trauma differentiate.

According to the data obtained from the research, negative affectivity,
deterioration in the functioning of the thought structure are the most common
psychological effects of trauma experiences. Similar results has also been obtained in
the study conducted by Kagee, Bandjes and Saal (2017).In addition, there is only one
participant in this study who has suicidal thoughts related to trauma. However; unlike
this finding, there are also studies in the literature that the idea of suicide related to
traumatic events is recorded at higher rates. (Beristianos, Maguen, Neylan and Byers,
2016; Vehid, Alyanak and Eksi, 2006).

Individuals with trauma experience use different coping methods from each
other. In this study, the methods preferred by the participants to cope with the
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traumatic event were investigated and the application of emotional social support was
determined as a common coping strategy. This finding is consistent with the results of a
study of Bleich, Tardkopf and Solomon (2003) on individuals who are victims of
terrorism.

In this study, in addition to the above findings, the social support resources that
the participants applied in the process of coping with trauma were determined.
According to the data obtained, students preferred non-professional aid resources more
than professional aid resources. When the literature was reviewed, similar research
results were encountered (Cuevas et al., 2014; Leshem, Haj-Yahia, and Guterman, 2015).
In addition, the students who participated in the study requested help from the family
members at most and school counselor teachers at least. In another study, the first aid
sources were examined after the trauma; while family members are in the first place,
school counselor teachers are in the last place (Yazici and Ozdemir, in print). This
finding is remarkable. It may be helpful to examine the reasons why the individuals
with trauma experiences seek help from family members who probably have no
education in this issue rather than counselor teachers who specialize in this issue.

Almost all of the students who participated in the research tried to listen to
music to cope with traumatic experiences. In a study conducted by Vrklevski and
Franklin (2008) on 50 lawyers with secondary trauma, the majority of these individuals
used to listen to music as a coping method. In addition, in this study, the role of music
listening in reducing or eliminating trauma-related psychological problems was
investigated. More than half of the participants reported positive or negative effects of
listening to music during the process of coping with trauma. A limited number of
studies were found to show that listening to music is effective in mental health after
trauma when literature was reviewed. For instance, in the study conducted by Sarkamo
et al. (2008) it was reported that there was more psychological improvement in
paralyzed individuals listening to music when compared to those who did not. In
another study of 56 individuals exposed to at least one stressful life event, it was
observed that the individuals listening to classical music or their chosen music had a
significant decrease in their negative emotions compared to those who do not listen to
metal music. (Labbé, Schmidt, Babin and Pharr, 2007). Among the students who
participated in this study, there were also ones who report that listening to music was
ineffective in coping with trauma. As a consistent with this finding, Jespersen and
Vuust (2012) reported that there was no significant difference in post-traumatic
symptoms between the refugees listened to music and the ones not listened before
sleeping.

The following suggestions can be presented based on the results obtained from
the research:

e In educational environments, measures should be taken to detect individuals

who are traumatized as a priority and to reduce their negative effects on mental
health.
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e In terms of supporting the traumatized students to cope with trauma, it is
necessary to ensure that school counselor service and expert personnel take more
active roles.

e Raising the awareness of the families of traumatized individuals is very
important in terms of supporting the individual to cope with trauma.

e The necessary support can be provided by determining the types of music
listened by traumatized individuals

e By reviewing studies conducted in school settings, the individuals who are
traumatized in a wider context should be identified and the impacts of trauma
on individuals in terms of various variables should be investigated.
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