
 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

 Sadness is the most common emotion attributed to music after happiness. A recent surge in 

research has explored why sad music is so popular. This work aimed to summarise the results of these 

studies. It is indicated that sad music is listened to more commonly in sad mood and negative 

situation. Many different motivations have been found with regards to listening to sad music such as 

validating emotions, providing solace, providing rewarding emotional experiences, and aiding 

reflection and relaxation. With regards to listening sad music being an adaptive way to cope, some 

evidence in this review indicates that this may be more so the case for psychologically healthy people 

(rather than depressed or anxious individuals) who are also more like to apply healthy coping 

strategies. In contrast, findings indicate that depressed individuals and ruminators use sad music both 

adaptively and maladaptive. Sad music also might be particularly helpful when people are 

experiencing negative life events, as it enables the expression, identification, and understanding of the 

situation that can aid to consolation and acceptance coping. Future directions for research and the 

potential application of sad music listening to therapeutic settings are discussed. 

 

 

  



 

“Emotions are set to maximize Darwinian fitness, not happiness.” (Nesse, 1991, p. 37.) 

People generally (but not always) prefer to feel positive emotions to negative emotions, and 

positive emotions have a wide range of benefits, especially in terms of improving physical and mental 

health (Tugade, Fredrickson, & Barrett 2004). Yet, many popular music pieces sound sad 

(Schellenberg, Peretz, & Vieillard, 2008). Studies indicate that after happiness sadness is the emotion 

most often attributed to music (Kreutz, 2002; Lindström et al., 2002). Moreover, many people listen 

to sad music as a means of coping with sadness and adverse negative affective states (Van den Tol & 

Edwards, 2013, 2014) and do so effectively (Chen, Zhou, & Bryant, 2007; Matsumoto, 2002). This 

seems surprising as listening to self-perceived sad music often increases sadness (Dillman-Carpentier 

et al., 2008; Eerola & Vuoskoski, 2011; Vuoskoski & Eerola, 2012) and as sadness induced by music 

has been suggested to be comparable to genuine sadness, such as the sadness elicited by 

autobiographical memories (Vuoskoski & Eerola, 2012). 

But what motivates people to listen to sad music, and is this really a healthy way to cope with 

negative events? A recent surge in research has addressed this question. Yet so far, no manuscript has 

reviewed the conclusions of all these studies. Given the rise of sad sounding popular music in the last 

decade (Schellenberg & Von Scheve, 2012) and the availability of music given modern portable 

device technology, this question has important implications. The aim of this paper was to write an 

easily accessible paper that quickly outlines the current state of the scholarly literature into motivation 

for listening to sad music.  

What is sad music?  

Research indicates that people are very adept at recognizing which emotions are expressed 

and portrayed in music (Haack, 1980; Juslin, & Laukka, 2004; Lindström, et al., 2002). And, even 

though small differences exist in the accuracy of perception of expressed emotions in music, the 

general perception of emotions in music is robust, especially for happy and sad music (Haack, 1980; 

Juslin, & Laukka, 2004; Lindström, et al, 2002). This broadly suggests that music that is self-

identified to sound sad by an individual listeners overlaps in features with music that has been 

identified by research to sound sad.  



Emotion in music is broadly predicted by music features, but it is also a (subjective) product 

of the listener’s associations with the music. In terms of the former, emotion perception in music 

stems partially from the features of the music, such as tempo, mode and sequence of tone use, 

instrument choice, dynamics, and volume (Gabrielsson & Lindström, 2001). High sound level, fast 

tempo and major chords are characteristics of happy music. In contrast, low sound levels, slow pace 

and minor chords are characteristics of sad music (Gabrielsson & Lindström, 2001; Juslin, & Laukka, 

2004, Khalfa, et al., 2008). More recent results additionally emphasizes the importance of sad lyrics 

that are relatable for the listener in sad music (Eerola, Peltola, & Vuoskoski, 2015; Van den Tol & 

Edwards, 2013) and in music that provides solace or comfort when being sad (Ter Bogt et al., 

submitted, 2015; Hanser et al., 2016), whereas lyrics may not play such an important role in happy 

music. 

Yet, the listener’s relationship to the music (e.g., personal connection, memories and past 

experiences, perceived aesthetic value) and personality (e. g. empathy, absorption) undoubtedly plays 

an additional role in determining the depth of sadness or happiness felt when listening to the music 

(Van den Tol, 2012; Van den Tol & Edwards, 2013, 2015; Van den Tol & Ritchie, 2015). For 

example, in a recent experiment (Vuoskoski & Eerola, 2012) two out of the four conditions involved 

listening to sad music; which was either self-identified sad music, or unfamiliar, instrumental sad 

music chosen by the experimenters.. It was found that trait empathy contributed to the susceptibility to 

sadness induced by unfamiliar music (with high empathy individuals finding it sadder), while 

autobiographical memories contributed to the  

amount of sadness induced by self-selected music. Put differently, the tone of the music may lead it to 

be easily identifiable as happy or sad, but the felt emotional experience is also product of the unique 

relationship between the listener and the piece of music. 

Motivations for listening to sad music 

A series of recent studies have tested the tendencies to like, select, and enjoy sad music. For 

example, several recent studies have focused on understanding the variety of different self-regulatory 

motivations for listening to sad music, or understanding people’s attraction to sad music in general. 

Studies have also compared tendencies to listen to sad music, or compared sad to happy music 



preference across situations. In what comes next the situational characteristics that contribute to 

listening to sad music will first be outlined, after which the different psychological purposes that sad 

music may serve will be reviewed. 

Situations 

In line with what has been found about music listening in general, people report listening to 

self-identified sad music when travelling, when driving, reading or working, where sad music 

represents an optimal musical background (Taruffi & Koelsch, 2014). Despite this overlap with happy 

music, a variety of different studies have indicated that people especially listen to sad music in 

situations in which they experience a negative emotional state. For example, the loss of a loved one 

has been noted to be very important as a reason for listening to self-identified sad music (Taruffi & 

Koelsch, 2014; Van den Tol & Edwards, 2013). Other situations in which people indicate to listen to 

self-identified sad music are situations in which people feel lonely or which they feel the need to be 

accepted or understood (Taruffi & Koelsch, 2014; Van den Tol & Edwards, 2013). When fatigued, 

participants also showed an increased liking for sad music (Schellenberg et al., 2008).  

Many recent studies additionally provide evidence that people listen to music that portrays 

sadness when experiencing sadness or adverse negative affective states (Hunter, Schellenberg, & 

Griffith, 2011; Matsumoto, 2002; Saarikallio & Erkkilä, 2007; Schellenberg, Peretz, & Vieillard, 

2008; Van den Tol, 2012, Van den Tol & Edwards, 2013, 2015; Wilhelm et al., 2013). More specific, 

even though people indicate that they also listen to sad music when in positive moods (Tahlier, Miron, 

& Rauscher, 2013; Van den Tol & Edwards, 2015) empirical evidence suggest that sadness rather 

than happiness is a stronger predictor of wanting to listen to sad music (Hunter, Schellenberg & 

Griffith, 2011; Matsumoto, 2002; Van den Tol & Ritchie, 2014). This is true when the sad mood is 

chronic, and when it has been experimentally induced (Chen, Zhou & Bryant, 2007). Moreover, a 

series of 3 experimental studies indicate that people prefer sad music irrespective of the self-relevance 

of the sad mood induction - relative to happy or neutral mood induction (Taylor & Friedman, 2015). 

As part of these experimental studies participants were either encouraged to imagine experiencing a 

loss that was relevant either to their own life or a stranger’s life. The aversion for expressively happy 

music following a sad mood induction was partially mediated by beliefs that choosing happy music 



was inappropriate (e.g. not fitting the situation or the emotion) when experiencing sadness. In 

extension of these findings research has also found that people are less likely to choose to listen to sad 

music if more time has passed after a negative mood induction, people (Chen, Zhou & Bryant, 2007) 

as they then become more focussed on improving their mood. In addition, resolved sadness (i.e. when 

a sad story has an ending) leads to increased likelihood of listening to sad, rather than to happy music, 

when compared with unresolved sadness (Tahlier, Miron, & Rauscher, 2013). This is in line with the 

popularity of listening to sad music in situations in which negative events are difficult to change (Van 

den Tol, 2012, chapter 5) or situations in which people seek solace or consolation (Hanser, et al., 

2016; Van den Tol, Edwards, & Heflick, 2016) such as when having to cope with the loss of a loved 

one.  

Sad music and Self-regulation 

A recent qualitative study explored people’s reasons for listening to sad music when feeling 

sad among a sample of sixty-five volunteers (Van den Tol & Edwards, 2013). The authors of this 

study noted that in order to understand why people listen to sad music after a negative life event, we 

should not just look at people’s expected psychological advantages for doing so, but also look at why 

people select a specific piece of music. Indeed, further research (Van den Tol & Edwards, 2015) on 

this topic, verified that motivations for selecting a song where important for predicting expected 

effects of listening to sad music.  

In terms of music selection strategies (music selection strategies give more information on 

why someone desires to select this specific piece of music) four reasons were identified. Memory 

Triggers refers to music selection based on perceiving that the music has high associations with past 

events. Connection refers to choosing to listen to music because it portrays affect or lyrics that the 

listener can identify with in the moment. High aesthetic value involves selecting the music based on 

its beauty and is linked to feeling more positive after listening (Van den Tol & Edwards, 2015). 

Direction (called: Music Message in Van den Tol & Edwards, 2013) involves choosing music that 

conveys a message with which the listener wants to relate.  

In terms of self-regulatory goals (self-regulatory goals are what listeners hope they will 

achieve in terms of psychological response) several different reasons were identified: Sadness (called: 



Re-experiencing affect in Van den Tol & Edwards, 2013) occurs when the music listening results in 

getting in touch with, intensifying or expressing feelings of sadness. Memories and social occurs 

when the music results in memory retrieval related to friends and family. Mood-enhancement involves 

making one feel better. Distraction refers to the use of music for distraction and keeping the mind 

from unwanted feelings and thoughts. Cognitions refers to an outcome in which people experience re-

appraisal and thinking through problems. Lastly, Friendship is feeling like the music is a symbolic 

friend. One thing that should be taken into account when interpreting the above results is that this 

research focussed specifically on voluntarily listening to self-selected, self-identified sad music when 

feeling sad and hence did not represent the effects of listening to sad music in a situation where 

listeners are merely ‘exposed’ to sad sounding music .  

Validating feelings of sadness 

There seems to be a broad consensus among scholars that listening to sad music can be 

particularly helpful as a means of identifying, expressing, validating, and releasing feelings of sadness 

(Garrido & Schubert, 2013; Matsumoto, 2002; Saarikallio & Erkkilä, 2007; Schubert, 2007; Taruffi, 

& Koelsch, 2014). This available effect of listening to sad music has been found to serve an important 

role in therapy in terms of communication of personal issues between patient and therapist, as has 

been found studies among grieving adolescents who received music therapy (Dalton & Krout, 2006; 

McFerran, 2010a; Skewes, 2001). Findings of other research additionally suggest that musical 

validation of sadness (and also anger) may enable listeners to feel less alone and more understood 

(Hines & McFerran, 2014) and may also serve as a means for acceptance based coping (Van den Tol, 

Edwards & Heflick, 2016). Moreover, it may also be important to note that the sadness caused by 

music is different (e.g. less unpleasant) than sadness in everyday life, due to it not being caused as a 

consequence of a negative event (Scherer, 2002).  

However, although some studies suggest the validation of sad emotions trough sad music to 

be adaptive, other research suggest it to be less adaptive. For example, Carlson and others (2015) 

found that the release of anger or sadness through music that expresses these same emotions (i.e. 

labelled Discharge by Saarikallio, & Erkkilä, 2007) correlated mildly to anxiety and neuroticism. 

McFerran and Saarikallio (2014) as well as Garrido and Schubert (2015) found depressed adolescents 



to be more prone than healthy adolescents to couple their listening to sad (and aggressive) music with 

maladaptive coping tendencies such as maladaptive rumination, social isolation and inability to 

improve their mood. Research also shows that involuntary focus on negative thoughts (hence 

maladaptive) predicted music use in negative moods (Greenwood & Long, 2009), is related to 

depressive symptoms (Garrido & Schubert, 2013; Silk, Steinberg & Morris, 2003), and that liking for 

sad music is increased among depressed adolescents (Hogue, Crimmins & Kahn, 2015; although this 

has not been found consistently; Punkanen et al. 2011). In addition, Miranda and others (2012) noted 

that shared engagement in listening to sad music with friends may both encourage increased social 

support and co-rumination.  

In other words, examples of adaptive and maladaptive focus on emotions have been indicated 

in recent scholarly literature. Reflecting on the above, Saarikallio (in press) noted that ‘it may not 

necessarily be maladaptive to focus on or even intensify the current negative emotional state as long 

as the involvement involves reflectiveness instead of rumination, solution orientation instead of 

getting stuck in repetition, and focus on positive instead of negative aspects.’ This theorizing 

resembles Trapnell and Campbell (1999) separation between maladaptive and adaptive rumination.  

Experiencing Solace, Consolation or Acceptance 

Another motivation commonly mentioned in scholarly literature to explain listening to sad 

music is the use of sad music to experience solace, consolation, or acceptance of negative feelings and 

situations. In a recent survey study participants reported that they were more likely to listen to sad 

music than happy music when seeking consolation or in order to experience acceptance of a negative 

emotion or situation (Van den Tol, Edwards, & Helfick, 2016), though they preferred happy music in 

general. Moreover, the use of music (in general) for consolation is very common. More specific, Ter 

Bogt and others (submitted, 2015) conducted a survey among 1040 respondents and found that a great 

majority (over 60 percent) of adolescents and young adults reported that they use music as a source of 

consolation. Results of a recent survey study (Hanser et al., 2016) additionally indicated that music is 

the most important source of consolation compared with other soothing behaviours.  

Studies conducted with healthy populations typically suggest that listening to music that 

reflects one’s negative mood may be a healthy act, as it provides solace or helps in gaining increased 



insight of a sad affective state (Hanser et al, accepted; Skånland, 2013), as well as aiding in accepting 

these sad emotions (Van den Tol, Edwards, & Heflick, 2016) and broad feelings of comfort (Van den 

Tol & Edwards, 2013). More specific, Van den Tol, Edwards and Heflick (2016) found a correlation 

between sad music listening with acceptance of both a negative situation and the associated negative 

emotions. Additionally, seeking to deal with emotions was associated with both sad music listening 

(for consolation) and acceptance. Moreover, Hanser and others (2016) indicated that consoling music 

induces a feeling of being moved and a mixture of both positive and sad emotions.  

Recent research tried to find links between psychopathology and music use for solace and 

found no evidence for this link (Carlson et al., 2015). This being said, Ter Bogt and colleagues did 

find higher levels of anxiety and depression and lower levels of aggression among participant that 

reported a higher level of listening to music for consolation. These findings may be explained as being 

a symptom rather, than a cause of anxiety and depression, indicating that listening to sad music for 

these reasons may not necessarily be maladaptive. These findings may however also indicate that 

music listening for consolation may be adaptive as well as maladaptive (such as in the case with 

listening to music to validate emotions). Future research should further explore this. 

Rewarding effects 

Taruffi and Koelsch (2014) have also followed up on the above line of sad music and self-

regulation research. Their research was aimed at understanding the paradox of liking music that 

sounds sad, but did not specifically focus on sad situations. The survey that was used was based on 

previous research and over 700 participants volunteered in this study and one of the main focusses of 

the items involved the potential rewarding effects of listening to sad music. The four rewarding 

functions - based on the statistical relationship between items – were (from most important to least 

important): The reward of no “real-life” implications, meaning the pleasure listeners can take in 

music-evoked sadness due to its lack of contextual implications; The reward of emotion regulation, 

meaning the rewarding effects derived from regulation of negative moods and emotions; The reward 

of imagination, where music-evoked sadness has pleasurable effects due to the engagement of 

imaginative processes; The reward of empathy, which includes the pleasurable effects of experiencing 

music-evoked sadness due to mood-sharing and virtual social contact through the music. A follow up 



study (in the same paper) explored which of these rewards were specific to sad music. It was found 

that only the reward of no “real-life” implications and the reward of empathy were more applicable to 

sad than to happy music. On the other hand, the reward of imagination and the reward of emotion 

regulation did not significantly differ between sad and happy music.  

Other scholars have also reported rewarding effects of listening to sad music. It has been 

found that listening to sad music may contribute to enhancing a negative mood, through mechanisms 

such as distraction and reappraisal or when the music is selected because of its intrinsic beauty (Hines 

& McFerran, 2014; Van den Tol & Edwards, 2013, 2015). With regards to these findings it may be 

interesting to note that Ter Bogt and others (2010) concluded that the use of music as a tool for mood 

enhancement and coping is particularly present among those people who often listen to music, who 

find music important and those who react to it emotionally both with positive and negative affect 

(those highly involved in music. Several rewarding effects of listening to sad (and angry music) were 

also reflected in responses of adult metal fans (Hines & McFerran, 2014) who reported to have gained 

positive energy from metal music that helped to motivate and energize them. Listening to metal music 

was also mentioned to elicited feelings of courage and confidence, a sense of power, self-assurance 

and self-acceptance during their adolescent years. These participants also indicated that listening to 

metal music helped them to form an identity in their adolescence and to identify groups of others who 

shared similar social values and establish contact with them, despite its sad and angry nature. 

Qualitative responses of people’s motivations for listening to sad music when feeling sad (Van den 

Tol & Edwards, 2013, 2015) indicate that most of these motivations would also be relevant to sad 

music listening. More specific, some listeners merely indicate to listen to a particular sad song or 

musical group due to appreciation of the music or due to identifying with that type of music. 

No rationale or negative effect 

It has to be noted, however, that some people do listen to music that portrays negative affect 

without any rational motivations or expected benefits (Garrido, 2009; Garrido & Schubert, 2011) or 

are mainly motivated to listen to a piece of music because they like the music or band and are 

expecting that listening to the music may make them feel good (Taruffi & Koelsch, 2014; Van den 

Tol & Edwards, 2013). In addition, some people also experience unexpected negative effects as a 



result of listening to sad music when feeling sad (Saarikallio, Gold, & McFerran, 2015). For example 

a couple of participants in a qualitative study (Van den Tol & Edwards, 2013) noted that they 

“expected” to feel happier after hearing a sad song that reminded them of someone, but actually felt 

worse. Moreover, some people generally do not enjoy listening to sad music and even avoid it due to 

previous negative effects of listening to it (Peltola & Saresma, 2014).  

In one recent study, Eerola, Peltola and Vuoskoski (2015) were interested in exploring 

people’s attitudes towards sad music (rather than people’s motivations for listening to it). To this end 

they gathered a broad sample of 358 participants Finnish participants, rather than gathering only 

participants that listen to sad music. The aim of this study was to explore several unaddressed aspects 

of the attitudes towards sad music, among a representative sample (however limitations with regards 

to the representative nature of this data do apply as only 26% of the invited representative sample 

participated). Indeed, in line with findings above they found one factor which they labelled avoidance 

that represented people’s negative experiences with sad music. More specifically, sad music was 

identified to either be unpleasant, irritating, or making participants anxious or tired. Moreover, 

another factor emerged in the data that represented intensification of negative emotions called 

‘amplification’. A small correlation between this factor and the previous indicate that these items did 

not always represent voluntarily intensification of negative emotions. Other factors were very much in 

line with previous research (autobiographical, revival, appreciation, revival, and intersubjective) 

verifying earlier findings on motivations for listening to sad music.  

Another important study worth mentioning (although not specifically about sad music) is a 

recent study that aimed to explore healthy and unhealthy music listening behaviour (Saarikallio, Gold, 

& McFerran, 2015). As part of this research a correlation was found between unhealthy music 

listening with depression, rumination, stress and a negative correlation between unhealthy music 

listening with wellbeing happiness and school satisfaction of adolescence. The scale on unhealthy 

music listening included items such as; ‘When I listen to music I get stuck in bad memories’ and ‘I 

listen to music over and over even though it makes me feel worse’. Interestingly, healthy music 

listening behaviour also yielded small correlations with depression and rumination. Healthy music 

listening additionally correlated to reflection, school-satisfaction and happiness. These findings above 



are indicative of music use increasing when there is an increase of depression and ruminative 

tendencies. This probably means that the use of music among these groups of people may both be 

adaptive and maladaptive. Whether listening is adaptive or maladaptive may be depending on a 

combination between the motivation for listening and the circumstances. 

Conclusion and Discussion 

Based on the existing body of empirical evidence, several conclusions can be drawn as to why 

sad music has such a high appeal. Sad music is listened to in many different situations. Looking closer 

at the findings on situational relevance, it can be observed that many situations in which people listen 

to sad music require emotional coping, such as the expressing, identification or understanding of 

negative emotions resulting from a negative event. Moreover, empirical evidence indicates that 

preference for sad music differs to preference to happy music, verifying the special role that sad music 

has in regulating affect.  

Many different motivations and rewards have been found with regards to listening to sad 

music. This work indicates that, although sad music can sometimes increase sadness and is sometimes 

associated with negative psychological well-being, it also has a number of potentially helpful benefits 

such as validating emotions, providing solace, providing rewarding emotions experiences, and aiding 

relaxation and reflection. However, not all motivations for listening to sad music have been found to 

be adaptive and situational and personal factors may sometimes need to be taken into account before 

being able to make a conclusion as to which motivations are adaptive or maladaptive.  

Implications 

These findings are important as music therapists have long argued that all types of musical 

preferences should be accepted and utilized in therapy (McFerran 2010b). Although using a person’s 

preferred genre and style of music is common practice in music therapy (Grocke and Wigram 2007) 

policy makers often scare away from allowing the use of music that has been found correlate with 

psychological problems (McFerran & Baird, 2013). Many institutions restrict access to music with 

negative association, such as metal, angry and sad music (McFerran & Baird, 2013). Restrictions on 

music selection in music therapy have serious implications for the quality of support these therapists 

are able to offer to their patients.  



As outlined in this review, sad music especially plays an important role to people who are 

experiencing negative situation and have to cope with sadness (Hanser, et al., accepted; Taruffi & 

Koelsch, 2014; Tahlier, Miron, & Rauscher, 2013; Van den Tol & Edwards, 2013) and for people 

suffering from depression or anxiety (Carlson et al, 2015; Hogue, Crimmins & Kahn, 2015; Garrido 

& Schubert, 2013; Silk, Steinberg & Morris, 2003). Freedom to use sad music in therapy is important 

for music therapist when trying to build a relationship with clients and in exploration of a patients 

feelings (Dalton & Krout, 2006; McFerran, 2010a; Skewes, 2001) as well as when finding soothing 

music that helps provide solace.   

Finally, with regards to listening sad music being an adaptive way to cope, some evidence in 

this review indicates that this may be more so the case for psychologically healthy people (rather than 

depressed or anxious individuals) who are also more like to apply healthy coping strategies. However, 

as outlined above this does not mean that people who are anxious and depressed are only using 

maladaptive strategies to cope with sadness. The opposite is actually true when these motivations fit 

within an adaptive pattern for coping with a problem. Music therapists should take self-regulatory 

motivational and situational factors into account when interpreting patients’ behaviour. Moreover, 

therapists may also carefully monitor responses to music that people listen to. For example, listening 

to a sad song to work through feelings of grievance for the death of a loved one may actually be really 

adaptive in that situation, even when a person may generally have ruminative tendencies. To give 

another example, matching a sad mood with a sad song, may generally be more adaptive when it also 

provides solace, comfort or acceptance.  

Future Directions 

There is ongoing debate about the use of sad music in relation to mental health. The results of 

this review indicate that there are no simple answers with regards to this topic. Sad music listening 

can have both positive and negative consequences, depending on a wide variety of factors. Based on 

the current review, it is suggested that the use of sad music in therapy can be beneficial when used 

properly. A continued exploration of the appeal of sad music will be beneficial to further unravel 

factors that affect short and long term effects of listening, and hence, to enable more efficient use of 

sad music in music therapy settings. 



Recent evidence indicates that the benefits of listening to sad music depend on various 

situation-level and personality-level variables, as well as the motivations behind listening to sad 

music. However, despite the studies outlined in the current paper, little research has yet been 

conducted linking these factors. Moreover, scholars have yet to explore long term effects of listening 

to sad music, such as in terms of mental health and explore how motivation to listening to sad music 

is related to long-term effects. Hence, future research may focus on these topics to further insights on 

motivation for and effects of listening to sad music. 

It also becomes clear from this review that most contemporary research on this topic has been 

conducted as a survey or open ended questionnaire. There hence is a pending need for research with 

an ecologically sound measurement. Given recent developments in music listening equipment, such 

studies could be conducted as an application on personal devices (such as the I-phone; Randall, 

Rickard, & Vella-Brodrick, 2014).  
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