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Helping teenagers help themselves
with music
One of the most important mechanisms to gaining an understanding of our own 
personality as a teenager is through the music we choose to listen to. These choices can 
be influenced by our peers and by popular culture, but in many cases one of the strongest 
influences is how that music makes us feel.

As a music teacher I have gone on my fair share of 
music tours, and one of the less enjoyable features 
of any music tour is the long bus or train trip with 50 
or more restless teenagers. On one of these trips, 
which was on a plane, one of my talkative brass 
players suggested we swap music devices. I think he 
saw it as an opportunity to mock my music listening 
habits, but what actually happened is I got to look 
through the window of his music listening habits, 
and he got what he called “an unexpected surprise” 
when he looked through the window of my music 
listening habits.

He was a chatty and quite excitable student. We 
all know the type of student, the one whose name 

you end up saying more often than any other student during a music rehearsal. Take that 
student on a music tour and the excitement goes through the roof. He was 15 years of age 
at the time and born in the 2000s, but here I was looking through playlists that had raw 
1970s rock anthems and smooth 1950s male pop songs with heavy and high harmonies.

These were interspersed with recordings from the Black Dyke Brass Band. This 
combination sent my musically trained brain into a spin – just as I settled into a style of 
music that created a particular mood, the next song in his playlist would challenge me to 
recalibrate my auditory expectations and my emotional mood.

After listening for about 45 minutes through his preferred playlist, I turned around and 
asked him about his music choices. My first question was simple – why this combination 
of musical sounds and styles? He answered that he loved the different styles individually, 
but in a shuffled playlist together they had the impact of shifting his mood. I asked him 
how it shifted his mood and he his answer was this (and I am paraphrasing)

“I can put this playlist on when I am doing an assignment and I might get stuck on 
a maths question, and suddenly the style shifts and suddenly the answer comes 
to me. Sometimes I will be tired, not necessarily from lack of sleep but from the 
pressure of all that I have to do, and the music will change, and I get a blast of 
energy. Sometimes I will be walking to school listening to the playlist, and the lyrics 
of one song will express exactly how I am feeling. It just works for me.”

Since this first experience I have done this experiment with many of my teenage students 
and every time it has been a revelation. The first revelation is that I have been impressed 
with the level of descriptive music language they have come out with. All that talk in class 
and rehearsal and countermelodies and interlocking rhythms actually does sink in. The 

second revelation was that these students had a strong awareness of their own emotional 
state and how music could impact and alter that state. The final revelation was that their 
music devices were their personal auditory worlds. There were no external influences 
or pressures to choose popular or peer acceptable music and therefore they valued the 
music that was right for them. This opened the whole world of musical styles to them, 
and no combination or choice was wrong.

This lived experience of music choices and mood alteration has been studied as a 
subsection of the neuromusical research of the last three decades. A lot of the research 
has focused on productivity and matching a given task with music that enhances the 
accuracy and/or speed of completing the given task.

This research is interesting as it presumes that music affects everyone the same 
way. Even more interesting is when the level of music training of the participants is 
considered. It seems from the small number of papers that have taken this variable 
into account that the more music training you have the less like you are to use music to 
enhance productivity.

The other focus for this research field has been on 
mood modulation and enhancement. Put in simpler 
terms, how can and should we use music to change, 
and presumably enhance our moods. In a world 
where we hear a great deal of incidental music in 
lifts, shops and cafes, how could the music impact 
our mood?

Two researchers from the University of Finland, 
Saarikallio and Erkkilä, looked at the research in this 
area that was specific to adolescents and developed 
a system that connected the current mood with the 
preferred mood and then looked to see what types 
of music could promote this change.

The study found some very interesting habits, including that teenagers didn’t make 
conscious choices to play music, but could describe and select the music they needed to 
change their mood when prompted.

“The adolescents said that they did not usually choose to play, sing, or listen to 
music in order to achieve specific goals. However, they did have a sense of what 
kind of music they thought they needed at a given moment. Thus, on the whole 
the choices of music were not consciously intentional but still strongly based on 
specific mood-related needs.” (Saarikallio and Erkkilä , p.93)

The researchers also found that adolescents’ desire was overwhelmingly to improve their 
mood. This seems obvious but there still exists a concern that listening to certain music 
can be detrimental to teenagers as it prolongs or accentuates what are perceived to be 
negative mood states.

Saarikallio, S., & Erkkilä, J. (2007). The role of music in adolescents’ 
mood regulation. Psychology of music.

“Musical activities lifted 
spirits, cheered up the 
adolescents, made 
them feel better, and 
gave them energy and 
strength for continuing 
their tasks”

Saarikallio, S., & Erkkilä, J. (2007). The role of music in adolescents’ 
mood regulation. Psychology of music.
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Researcher to Follow

Associate Professor Suvi Saarikallio University of Jyväskylä, Finland 

In a study lead by Joanna Stewart in Australia, young people with a tendency of 
depression chose different styles of music to listen to, and their music choices did not 
appear to improve their mood states. 

The study concluded that the gap between 
how the young people wanted the music 
to change their mood, and the actual 
mood change that occurred, was a result 
of “differing levels of self-awareness and 
insight into the mood regulation processes 
occurring during music listening.” 

The relationship between music listening 
and the alteration of mood states is made 
far more complex when the listener is 
experiencing a depressive mood state and 
exciting research is helping us understand 
this relationship in a clearer way. 

In the Saarikallio and Erkkilä study, the 
teenagers’ overall desire was to improve 
their mood state and, if they were in control 

of selecting the music that would achieve that goal, their music choices changed their 
moods in a positive direction.

“The two main goals identified in the analysis were the need for controlling 
one’s own feelings, and the desire to feel good or better, and they were labelled 
‘mood control’ and ‘mood improvement’, respectively. Music seemed to have an 
outstandingly strong effect on mood improvement: as long as the musical activity 
was self-selected, it always seemed to make the adolescents feel better and 
change their mood in a positive direction.” (Saarikallio and Erkkilä , p.95)

Transferring these findings to the music or pastoral care classrooms could be as easy 
as understanding that music changes mood and that in general teenagers will have the 
ability to choose the music that will improve their mood. 

With this in mind, I have taken the seven mood states from the table on Page 96 and 
translated them into plain language questions that adolescents could identify with. As 
part of the member’s package this month we created a worksheet to use with teenagers 
to help them select music that can change their mood states for the better. 

It is important to help teenagers understand that music can help us move through an 
intense or persistent mood state and arrive at a more positive mood state.

It is equally important to highlight to teenagers that if a music selection maintains the 
mood state they are trying to move away from, or intensifies or encourages rumination, 
then the music selection may not be correct.

This type of exercise can both provide teenagers with a tool to control and manipulate 
their mood states but also improve their levels of self-awareness of their own emotional 
worlds. 

This tool could be very useful to a group or individual setting, but it should be used as one 
focal point in a larger program and conversation around self-awareness of our emotional 
and mood states. Teenagers are likely to use music as a mood enhancer, regardless of any 
formal learning in how music changes our mood states.

However, the more they know about the way specific music can be used, the more they 
may be able to harness the power of music as they navigate their teenage and adult lives. 

When my chatty and excitable brass player handed back my music device to me, he had 
only one question for me – how can you like Queen and Beyonce at the same time? I 
told him that, given the opportunity, I think Freddie Mercury and Queen Bey would have 
recorded the most amazing duet the world had ever heard!

Saarikallio, S., & Erkkilä, J. (2007). The role of music in adolescents’ mood regulation. Psychology of music, 35(1), 88-109.

Read More

Saarikallio, S., & Erkkilä, J. (2007). The role of music in adolescents’ 
mood regulation. Psychology of music.

Music proved to be a versatile 
means for mood regulation. 
It offered the adolescents 
resources for increasing and 
restoring well-being, and made 
their emotional life more varied 
and colourful.

https://suvisaarikallio.wixsite.com/website
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0305735607068889
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What are you feeling? Make your personal 
playlist – choose 
two songs or pieces 
of music that fit this 
description for you

In what way could you 
use music to change 
your mood?

How does using music 
like this change your 
mood?

I am experiencing no 
specific mood but 
might be a little bored

Listen to music in the 
background

You need ENTERTAINMENT to 
lighten and refocus your mood. 

The music helps you lift your 
spirits and maintain a positive 
mood.

Listen to music in the background

You need to feel that you can 
be REVIVED from your current 
mood.

The music helps you experience 
feelings that revive, relax and 
gives you energy.

I am experiencing 
feelings of stress, being 
on a treadmill, and you 
need to relax

Listen or make music 
that fills you with 
energy and a desire to 
move

Listen or make music that fills you 
with energy and a desire to move

I am experiencing no 
specific mood but a 
strong sensation in my 
body

Make music of any 
kind with others where 
you need to be totally 
involved

You need to create an outlet for 
your STRONG SENSATION.

The music helps you experience 
feelings of intensity where your 
attention is strong and creates 
a sense of thrill through making 
music with others.

Make music of any kind with 
others where you need to be 
totally involved

I am experiencing 
feelings of stress, 
disruption and 
annoying thoughts

Listen or make music 
that is happy and 
pleasant

You need a DIVERSION this 
feeling from your mind and body. 

The music helps you forget about 
your current negative mood.

Listen or make music that is 
happy and pleasant

I am experiencing 
feelings of anger, 
sadness or ‘depression’

Listen to music that 
reflects the aggression 
or sadness you are 
feeling

You need to DISCHARGE this 
feeling from your mind and body. 

The music allows you to express 
your current negative mood and 
will help you move on from that 
mood state. 

Listen to music that reflects the 
aggression or sadness you are 
feeling

I am feeling the need to 
do some deep thinking 
and resolve a personal 
conflict

Listen or write music 
that promotes 
reflection and a feeling 
of space

Listen or write music that 
promotes reflection and a feeling 
of space

You need to make room for 
MENTAL WORK to occur in your 
mind. 

The music promotes imagery, 
insights, clarification and 
evaluation of a given situation.

I am experiencing 
feelings of sadness and 
being troubled

Listen to music where 
the lyrics reflect your 
current feelings

Listen to music where the lyrics 
reflect your current feelings

You need to feel SOLACE from 
your current mood.

The music allows you to feel 
understood and comforted and 
will help you move on from that 
mood state.

An adaption of The Characteristics of the Regulatory 
Strategies by Saarikallio and Erkkilä (2007)

Saarikallio, S., & Erkkilä, J. (2007). The role of music in adolescents’ 
mood regulation. Psychology of music

“Playing and singing 
were also considered 
to be strongly reviving 
activities. They 
served as a refreshing 
counterbalance for 
schoolwork, and helped 
the adolescents to enjoy 
themselves.”
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Looking at the characteristics of the regulatory strategies by Saarikallio and Erkkilä (2007)
table in the Professional Reading, complete your personal playlist.

Look at the musical elements, styles, genres or seasons of your life that the music comes 
from. What do you notice?

Helping teenagers help themselves
with music

Personal Brain Buzz
Professional Reflection • Part 1

Experiment Time
Select someone you feel you know well, particularly their mood states, and try to complete
the same playlist.

Then ask that person, either on paper or verbally, to create their playlist. What were the 
same, similar or wildly different selections?

Discuss the differences with a view of understanding in what ways, feelings or physical 
reactions the music changes that person’s mood state.
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Initiate a discussion with your students, either in a music class or pastoral care group, about
how music changes their moods. Dig into the intuitive choices that your students might
make when they are doing homework, chores or experiencing intense emotions.

Ask them to take note of the music they choose over the next week and what mood they 
wanted to alter through the music.

Teaching Brain Buzz
Professional Reflection • Part 2

Step 1 - The whiteboard should be facing inwards towards the student.
Step 2 - Read out a mood state from the Change Your Mood with Music, such as “I am 
experiencing feelings of stress, disruption and annoying thoughts” and ask the students 
to select for their partner either;
a) piece of music that would change their partners mood state (“Happy” by Pharrell 
Williams) or
b) three characteristics of a piece of music that would change their partners mood state 
(fast tempo, male vocal, syncopated bassline)
Step 3 - Write down the selection on the whiteboard
Step 4 - Reveal the whiteboard to the partner
Step 5 - Discuss how close or far the partner’s choice was away from the recipients 
preference. Encourage discussion about how different and wonderful our personal music 
choices are.

After completing this professional reflection, write at least two questions you have about 
this topic.

Experiment Time Questioning Brain Buzz

Helping teenagers help themselves
with music

Get your students to complete the Change My Mood with Music worksheet. Then, if you
have good rapport with your student group and feel this exercise would be beneficial for
them, play “How well do you know me?” It is important to highlight before the game begins
that we are searching for how differently we use music to change our moods, and not that
there are “right” and “wrong” musical choices.

The game involves a pair of students, 2 small whiteboards and a whiteboard pen. The pair 
of students should be friends outside of the classroom.

Steps of the game
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