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Music Therapy for Animals — A New Day Dawns
Narda G. Robinson, DO, DVM, MS

For those times when everyone in the practice — doctors, techs, and patients — are feeling crabby
and out of sorts, a new, non-toxic solution has arrived. It takes effect almost immediately, and
the entire room seems to settle down to a balanced state of calm. What is it? Music therapy for
dogs. Called Through a Dog’s Ear (www.throughadogsear.com) and based on psychoacoustic
research, this new compilation of music therapy has dogs not barking, but resting. Through the
combined efforts of sound researcher Joshua Leeds, board-certified veterinary neurologist Susan
Wagner, Juilliard-trained Lisa Spector, and the Apollo Chamber Ensemble, the science of music
therapy is slowly advancing into the veterinary profession. Observers readily find that listeners’
breathing normalizes, ambient noise subsides, and all of a sudden, life seems more livable. One
can only hope that this book and CD combo will inspire us all to reflect on the negative toll that
constant noise bombardment (screaming kids, endless television drone, family arguments) can
take on our non-human family members, and even ourselves.

Some call music a “universal language”,* but is it really? In other words, do all non-humans

respond to music favorably? Studies in birds indicate that both human and nonhuman species
perceive music in a similar manner.? Birds, like humans, preferred classical to modern music, as
well as classical music over silence.® Perhaps this is because birdsong sometimes resembles
music, or vice versa, given the close ties between the two.* On the contrary, primates prefer
silence to even slow tempo musical stimuli.> What dogs and cats prefer may depend on the
context and the individual.

Therapeutic music has existed in the human medical setting since the 1800’s, upon the invention
of the phonograph.® Soporific sound to encourage sleep was introduced in the surgical setting
back then, and added as an audio analgesia aid. In contemporary times, music therapy is
resurging in popularity, especially as evidence is now notating its neurophysiologic benefits and
appropriate clinical applications. For example, soothing music played in the post-anesthesia care
unit improves comfort and reduced pain.” Music reduces anxiety in mechanically ventilated
patients and in older adults undergoing cardiovascular surgery.? ° Classical music reduces
potentially detrimental physiologic and psychological responses to percutaneous coronary
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interventions, along with lower pain scores.® Relaxing music reduces pain after dressing
changes for vascular wounds.™* Both classical and self-selected relaxing music reduce negative
emotional states and levels of sympathetic nervous system arousal (i.e., pulse and respiratory
rates) following stress, compared to heavy metal and mere sitting in silence.*? The main adverse
effects from music therapy arise from either incorrect music or tempo selection for the listener’s
specific problem, or to musicogenic seizures, so far only reported in humans.™

How does music therapy work? More than merely a relaxant, music causes changes in brain
activity, neurohumoral, cardiovascular, and immune responses, although the genre and tempo
influence the direction of those changes.™* > ** *'Music listening during the early period after
stroke improves cognitive recovery and buoys the mood.*® Functional brain imaging studies
demonstrate that listening to music induces brain-wide alterations in processing functions related
to attention, semantic, music-syntactic, memory, and motor functions.*® Thus, instead of
allowing brain-injured patients to languish in silence for most of the day without any interaction
or activity, music therapy researchers are finding that the neural plasticity window in this post-
injury phase could instead be filled with auditory provocation that reduces depression and
improves brain function.?’ Even during brain development and maturation, exposure to music
modifies protein expression in key brain areas for verbal learning, mood, and memory.?

Do the same changes take place in the canine brain? What musical triggers, rhythms, and genres
should be prescribed for dogs undergoing rehabilitation for brain and spinal cord injury versus
behavioral interventions for aggression or separation anxiety? Should canine athletes exercise to
hip hop? While seemingly endless questions arise as we enter this new domain of music therapy
for dogs, the most important step has already taken place...the first one.
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