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Introduction 

Suicide behaviour has been a challenging issue throughout the years, where despite a decade of 

decreasing suicide rates, rates continue to be prevalent in the UK (Office for National Statistics, 

2011). While this has been attributed to many causes (e.g. psychiatric disorders; Hawton and Fagg, 

1988), the media has emphasised upon its association with particular genres of music, such as heavy 

metal. For example, many documented cases of suicide are of  young adolescents associated with 

music subcultures (e.g. Hannah Kent in 2008) and of adult musicians (e.g. Ian Curtis and Kurt 

Cobain of Joy Division and Nirvana respectively). Nevertheless, this music-suicide link is 

demonstrated in ethnological and experimental studies also (Stack & Gundlach, 1992; Young et al, 

2006).  While the majority of research suffers methodological limitations, it is not until the 

exploration of music-emotion research, that it can be determined whether suicide-music links made 

by the media are valid or just an artefact of human attribution bias. 

Suicide and Suicidal Behaviour 

Suicide is typically defined as the deliberate act of killing oneself with intent (Fairbairn, 1995), 

however there are other suicide related behaviours in which there is intent to harm but not die 

(Lester, 1990), such as deliberate self-harm or injury (e.g. self-cutting or poisoning). In addition 

there are subtypes of self-harm behaviour (SHB) where there is no suicidal intent at all 

(parasuicide), however these will not be concentrated upon in this dissertation for the purpose of 

clarity and relevance. 

The range of definitions indicate that suicide behaviour is multidimensional and complex, therefore 

there are many theoretical approaches in understating this behaviour (Silverman et al, 2007a), 

ranging from biological based diathesis theories (Mann, 2003; Van Pragg, 2001) to psychodynamic 

theories (Baumeister, 1990).  Nevertheless, many of these address the underlying emotional 

component (distress, hopelessness) of suicide specifically, which has similarities with emotional 

symptoms found in mood disorders, such as depression. Brown et al’s (2007) retrospective self-

report study and Minkoff et al’s (1973) long-term study demonstrated this link, where depression 

and negative emotions or expectations were the best predictors of suicidal intent. Consistently co-

morbidity between suicidal behaviour and depression has also been found  in prospective studies 

(e.g. Bronisch & Wittchen, 1993) and have led to effective depression related treatments. 

One of many treatments is the Cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT; Brent et al, 1997; Stanley et al, 

2009; Tarrier et al, 2008), which is based on behaviourist conditioning principles (Pavlov, 1927) 

and the cognitive work by Ellis (1962) and Beck (Beck et al, 1979). This therapy functions on the 



assumption of the interaction triad of affect, cognition and behaviour, where manipulation of one 

aspect, such as beliefs, can exert influence over the other two. Consistently many cognitive 

experiments support these interactions where cognitive influences on affect (Beck et al, 1979) and 

affective influence over thoughts (Schwarz and Clore, 1983), memory (Brown & Kulik, 1977) and 

behaviour (e.g. Stroop task performance, MacLeod, 1991), have been demonstrated. 

However while the CBT framework can be applied to suicidal intent and behaviour, exact process 

of how negative emotional and cognitive states are translated in to suicidal behaviour is left 

unexplained. Nevertheless, researchers have recognised this and recently produced models (e.g. the 

integrated-volition model; O’Connor, 2011) addressing the process by which suicide ideation is 

translated into behavioural enaction from triggering events. 

The interactive mechanisms proposed by the CBT approach have great reliability in that they are 

reproduced throughout psychological literature, including in behavioural models of control 

(Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). However older behavioural models, along with cognitive psychologists, 

have falsely placed great calibre on cognition in understanding behaviour and have ignored the role 

of affect in the strive for scientific recognition (Clarke, 1987). In contrast, Clarke’s (1985) hierarchy 

of control emphasises the super-ordinate role of emotion in the hierarchical control of behaviour, 

which is more consistent with the assumption that music’s influence is on affect primarily. 

Therefore, musical influences on the triad, affect, cognition and behaviour will be investigated, in 

validating the music-suicide link. 

Suicide and Music 

The earliest studies finding significant relationships between music genres and suicide, are 

ethnological studies, which have mostly used adolescent samples as music listening is of a greater 

prevalence in such subgroup and would therefore establish whether music is linked to suicide more 

accurately (Baker and Bor, 2008).  

The music-suicide link has been demonstrated in the media and US ethnological studies, with only 

some genres,  such as Country music (Stack and Gundlach, 1992; Stack & Bowman, 2012) and 

heavy metal music (subgroup of rock, Gross, 1990; Binder, 1993; Stack et al, 1994), where rates of 

magazine subscriptions or music listening has been related to the prevalence of suicide rates. This 

selectivity between genres in predicting suicide risk, reflects the musical or lyrical structures of 

songs in these genres may contribute to processes  preceding suicide behaviour, consistent with 

experiments  investigating the influence of musical components (tempo) on affect (Collier and 

Hubbard, 2001).  



Although significant relationships have been established, there are many limitations to ethnological 

studies, such as Stack and Gundlach’s (1992) reliance on suicide rates which do not control for or 

consider all contributing factors in suicide (e.g. psychiatric problems, O’Donnell & Farmer, 1995). 

Though some studies (e.g. Stack et al, 1994) investigated trends independent of other factors, no 

control of variables was established to make valid conclusions between two variables. This is 

reflective of the main limitation of observing natural behaviour. This lack of control also affects the 

ability to generalize results to different contexts, which is problematic as majority of studies are 

conducted in the US with white participants of a particular time (Stack et al, 1994), where results 

may not be diachronically or contextually applicable. 

Although more controlled cohort  studies using multiple outcome measures (e.g. Beck’s depression 

scale) have produced similar results in different countries, such as Portugal (Pimentel et al, 2006) 

and Scotland (Young, Sweeting & West, 2006), there is an equivalent amount of research showing 

inconsistent results (Ballard and Coates, 1995). For example, in Lacourse et al’s (2001) cohort 

study using 275 Canadian students (14-18 years), music wasn’t a significant predictor in suicide 

risk. Instead they found that music used vicariously was inversely related to suicidal risk in girls, 

suggesting that music is related to reduced suicide risk, which is consistent with researchers 

suggesting the positive effects of music through vicarious use (Scheel & Westfield, 1999; 

Weinstein, 1991). This bipolarity of music effects (positive and negative) has some face validity as 

there are a range of emotions, which can be experienced in the presence of stimuli (Frijda, 1986).  

In addition, there are many other factors, such as personality traits (Baker & Bor, 2008)  which 

could interact with music’s influence on us. Similarly, Stack et al (2012), from their review 

concluded that inconsistent results were a result of using a mix of high risk and low risk samples, of 

which the former would be more influenced by music. However many  ethnological and cohort 

studies fail to consider these interactions, due to the broad use of population statistics, rather than 

individual experiences and the use of merely descriptive and correlated data, in which causality of 

music and suicide cannot be validly determined. 

Although it is evident there is a link, the lack of specificity and control has left many questions 

unanswered such as whether it is music itself or associated factors such as subcultural which are 

related to or cause increased suicidal risk. Nevertheless, recent research has attempted to answer 

such questions (Stack et al, 1994). For example, Young et al’s (2006) longitudinal cohort study on 

1258 young people (11-19) in West Scotland, revealed that identification with music subcultures, 

such as Goth (subgenre of punk) was the best predictor  of self-harm and attempted suicide (16.37 

times more likely to report previous suicide attempt). Equally, research has been conducted on the 

direct effects of music in inducing suicidal thoughts, such as Rustad et al’s (2003) experiment 



exposing college students to a rock video or song with or without suicidal content and assessing 

subsequent priming of suicide-related thoughts, mood and attitudes. They found that music and 

videos with suicidal content primed implicit suicide-related cognitions, which has been consistently 

replicated in studies adopting similar experimental methods (Oliveira & Rodrigues, 2011).  

Nevertheless the majority of experiments have focused on the lyrical content of music and very few 

test the effects of actual music (e.g. tempo) on our thoughts and emotions (Gagnon and Peretz, 2003; 

Arnett, 1991). Lester and Gunn (2011) recently investigated and found support for Rhimer’s (1997) 

hypothesis, where sad themes in national anthems derived from low music notes was associated 

with high national suicide rates in 18 European nations. This could explain how low notes found in 

particular genres (e.g. heavy metal) can influence moods (e.g. hopelessness) associated with suicide 

behaviour (Arnett, 1991).  

Music and Emotion 

Alternatively considering that emotions are dynamic states that involve interacting physiological, 

cognitive and behavioural components (Gross, 2002), similar to the CBT framework, it could be 

argued that music-emotion research can provide insights into the underlying mechanisms of the 

music-suicide link (Stack et al, 2012). For example, music can influence emotions and thoughts in a 

way that increases the risk of suicidal behaviour. This process of musical influence on emotions and 

subsequent cognitions and behaviour is consistent with the Prototypical Emotional-Episode Model 

(PEEM) proposed by Konecni (1991) which establishes how musical events exert influence on our 

emotions through changes in internal processes such as perception, physiology, emotional labelling 

and behaviour.  This process model of emotion proposes that once an event is brought to 

consciousness, attributional and interpretative analyses (cognitive labelling of emotion) of the event 

and subsequent physiological changes (e.g. arousal) are initiated. These processes are part of a 

unitary system where behaviour is the outcome and components are connected by feedback loops 

(figure 1). 

  

 

 

 

 

    Figure 1: Outline of the Prototypical Emotional-Episode Model, taken from Konecni (2008) 



A substantial amount of research conducted does support the PEEM,  such as Waterman’s (1996) 

mood induction experiment, where participants were listened to a piece of music, pressed a button 

every time the music caused a change in them and reported in a following interview reasons for 

their responses. It was found that music induced qualitatively different emotions, similar to those 

experienced by depressed or suicidal people (Beck et al, 1997). These findings are consistent with 

other experiments adopting similar music induction methods (Krumhansl, 1997; Juslin and Laukka, 

2004).  

However Waterman’s experiment, along with others (DeNora, 2000; Waterman, 1996; Gabrielsson, 

2001), rely on retrospective self-report methods which can be problematic when aiming to obtain 

bias-free data; allowing effects such as schematic bias in memory reconstruction (Bartlett, 1932; 

Loftus and Palmer, 1974) or demand characteristics to confound findings (Juslin, 2009).  

Furthermore Gabrielsson (2002) argued that self-report studies only imply that music influences our 

perception of music, not affect itself, therefore failing to capture musical emotions sufficiently 

(Zentner, Grandjean & Klaus, 2008). This perceived and felt distinction was directly tested in 

Zentner et al’s (2008) experiment where students rated perceived and felt emotional descriptors in 

terms of which one would describe an internal affective state best. Another sample of students were 

asked to rate the frequency of a felt or perceived given emotion when listening to their preferred 

(non-lyrical) music. There were significant variations  between felt and perceived emotion and 

those between musical genres, therefore indicating that self-report methods cannot account for 

actual felt emotions and do not reflect the true influence of music. 

Nevertheless studies investigating the neuro-correlates of music and emotion using brain imaging 

techniques (Blood et al, 1999; Koelsch et al, 2006), have provided objective indications that music 

does induce actual emotions. Koelsch et al (2006) using fMRI, observed event related activation, 

where subjects were presented with familiarised pieces of pleasant and unpleasant music, whilst 

they tapped their right finger in time and rated their emotional state. They found that with 

unpleasant music, there were activations of the amygdala, hippocampus, temporal poles and 

parahippocampal gyrus (PHG). The amygdala and associated areas such as the PHG, have been 

linked to emotion regulation and implicated in studies using negative stimuli (Mega et al, 1997; 

Lane et al, 1997; Zald and Pardo, 2002). Lesions and brain imaging studies, have also identified 

these areas in self-injuring borderline personality disorder sufferers (Niedtfeld et al, 2010) and non-

schizophrenic suicide brains (Altshuler et al, 1990), in which these areas are dysfunctional and 

indicate the similarities between physiological change induced by music and those found 

dysfunctional in self harmers.  



However these findings are purely correlative and do not establish valid causal relationships 

between musical physiology and those identified in suicidal and depressed individuals. Nevertheless, 

considering the numerous neurological areas identified during music induction, it is clear that 

musical emotions are complex.  

This is in contrast to the simplistic and discrete categorical labels  (Ekman, 1992; Izard, 2007)  

which experiments use to describe the emotions induced by music (Juslin, 2009), of which are 

borrowed from the general affect literature; where there are great inconsistencies in describing 

emotions (Juslin, 2009). Zenter et al (2008) investigated the differences between emotional 

descriptor types (discrete, musical and new dimensional) used in research  with a comparative 

emotion model checklist, where subjects answered which of the three checklists captured their 

music-induced feeling. The differential power of discrimination between three scales were 

calculated with a Bootstrap analysis and it was found the that dimension model proposed by 

Zentner et al (2008a) was the most powerful in describing musical emotions and capturing the 

subtle distinctions across felt and perceived conditions and music genres, compared to traditional 

discrete emotion models (Ekman, 1992; Izard, 2007) or musical emotion models (Asmus, 1985; 

Wedin, 1972). This suggested that research using categorical emotion labels, lack the internal 

validity in capturing true musical emotions. However these differences between emotional 

descriptors have not been consistently found, where Eerola and Vuoskoski’s (2011) large pilot 

study using 116 non musicians found high correspondence between discrete and dimensional model. 

They argued the differences found in past literature were due to methodological differences. 

Alternatively, a hybrid model of emotions was proposed (Christie & Friedman, 2004; Russell, 

2003), where the dimension model accounted for underlying affects (felt emotion) and the discrete 

emotion model reflected the terminology used to label the emotional experiences (perceived 

emotion). This supports that actual musical emotions are in fact dimensional and domain specific, 

which should be considered when investigating the underlying mechanisms of music induction, 

rather than applying general affective labels, which best capture perceived emotions. 

These distinctions make it debatable whether emotions related to suicide behaviour are similar to 

those induced by music. Although Zentner et al’s dimensional model (2008) does include emotions 

(dysphoria) similar to those identified in those who are depressed and suicidal (Beck et al, 1979), 

this has not yet been directly examined for such a link to be made validly. 

Furthermore, music-emotions experiments (Juslin and Laukka, 2004; Waterman, 1996) are vague 

and do not establish how music can produce such subtle complexities in emotions. There is some 

more specific research into the effect of musical component structures on emotions. For example, 

Collier and Hubbard (2001) presented auditory sounds varying in frequency, tempo and tone to 



students  and were rated on a likert scale of how happy or sad, bright or dark, fast or slow the music 

was. They found that higher pitch tones and faster tempos were rated as happier, brighter, faster and 

ascending in speed than lower pitch tones and slower tempos. These findings are also supported by 

empirical studies on the physiological effects of these musical components (Gomex & Danuser, 

2007). Therefore it could be argued that those listening to slow tempo and lower pitch music could 

be at risk of sad emotional priming, triggering subsequent emotions and thoughts.  

However, not all musical properties have been as clear cut, due to the interactive and ambiguous 

effect of musical properties (Gabrielsson & Lindstrom, 2001; Collier & Hubbard, 2001a; Thompson 

& Robitaille, 1992), this is consistent with Juslin (2009) who argued that components posses an 

additive or interactive role in emotion induction. Although it is not clear yet how these structural 

components in music interact to elicit particular emotions, some research has shown some promise 

and that a multi-component view must be taken in the influence of music on emotion (Scherer & 

Zentner, 2001). 

Music and Cognition 

While it is clear that music through its structure of components can influence emotions which 

superficially appear similar to those experienced by suicidal individuals, it is debatable whether 

music influences our thoughts to the extent that is claimed in the ‘Judas Priest’ case. This is where 

two male fans committed suicide in 1990 and families sued the band for having subliminal 

messages in songs such as ‘Do it’. Although cognitive studies  demonstrate external control beyond 

conscious awareness, such as in signal detection or attention tasks (Cherry, 1953; Green & Swets, 

1966), the majority of these are poorly operationalized, lack control and investigate subconscious 

areas which cannot be investigated empirically (Merikle, 1988). However it is possible that 

environmental stimuli can exert some influence through mechanisms such as cognitive priming 

(McNamara, 2004).  

Experiments investigating the musical influence on cognitive measures have also found significant 

results. For example Clarke and Teasdale (1985) presented a list of words in an unconscious 

decision making task and after a presentation of sad or elated music,  subjects rated their mood and 

underwent a series of cognitive tasks. One of which was recall of those words learned in the 

unconscious decision tasks. It was found that greater words recalled were congruent with the mood 

induced by the music, however this effect was limited to women in this experiment as men failed to 

show any significant differences. While this may be a genuine gender effect, this variation may 

have resulted from confounding effects such as experimenter bias. Also many other experimental 

studies have shown these mood congruent effects in autobiographical memory and to a greater 



extent if music was self-selected  (Konecni et al, 2008; Balch et al, 1999; Parrot & Sabini, 1990c; 

Martin and Metha, 1997; Vuoskoski et  al, 2012).  

 

Furthermore music induction has been demonstrated to: enhance spatial abilities on a paper folding 

and cutting task (Nantais & Schellenberg, 1999; Husain et al, 2002); enhance speed of processing in 

creative problem solving (Ilie & Thompson, 2011) and trigger mood congruent evaluation of 

ambiguous stimuli such as faces (Bouhuys, Bloem & Groothius, 1995). Although these findings 

could be attributed to demand characteristics (Berkowitz and Troccoli,1986) because music 

induction of emotion is difficult to empirically validate, some have actively controlled for this 

through using manipulation checks (e.g. Parrot & Sabini, 1990); and still found internally valid 

results. 

 

Therefore, music can prime mood congruent cognitions, such as depressive styles of thinking and 

suicide ideation preceding suicide. This is demonstrated in Segal et al’s (2006) musical induction 

experiment using subjects with major depressive disorder in remission who were treated with ADM 

or CBT. Participants were exposed to emotion inducing music and then completed a series of mood 

and cognitive measures (e.g. dysfunctional attitudes scale). They  found that the musical 

provocation of sad moods caused a significant change in dysfunctional thinking in those treated for 

major depressive disorder currently or in the past. The magnitude of cognitive reactivity to music 

was also a significant predictor of relapse over the subsequent 18 months.  From the results 

obtained, Segal et al (2006) concluded that that the sad music induced temporary states of dysphoria 

which triggered depressive style schemas and thinking. This concept has been supported by studies 

of mood dependent memory and cognitive priming also (; Clarke & Teasdale, 1985; Ellis and 

Ashbrook, 1991; Bower, 2003).  

 

Bringing it All Together 

Evidence demonstrating musical influence on emotions, cognitions (emotional evaluation) and 

behaviour is consistent with the Prototypical Emotional-Episode Model (PEEM) proposed by 

Konecni (1991) where musical events exert influence on our emotions causing changes in 

physiology, cognitive evaluations and eventually behaviour.  Nevertheless, while music research 

provides support for Konecni’s PEEM (1991), Juslin and Vastfjall (2008) proposed a more specific 

theoretical framework of six possible mechanisms through which music can induce emotions. These 

include: the brain stem reflex mechanism which tailors to the objective neurological bases of 

emotion induction through arousal and the episodic memory pathways (Baumgertner, 1992) which 

cater to more higher order processes that are elicited by music and many more (Juslin, 2001; Meyer, 



1956). While evaluative conditioning can explain the unconscious acquisition of emotions without 

conscious awareness and resistance to extinction (De Houwer et al, 2001), the dichotomous valence 

of associated stimuli may be too reductionist in capturing the intricate emotions music can induce. 

There is no doubt that there is both supporting and refuting research for each of these mechanisms 

(Vuoskoski et al, 2012), however it is not a matter of which is superior, but the different specific 

pathways by which music can exert emotional influence(Juslin, 2005) as the start of subsequent 

changes internally (Konecni, 1991;Beck et al, 1979). 

A greater understanding of specific mechanisms has implications in the available treatments for 

suicidal individuals, such as music therapy. Music therapy has been practised for many decades 

now, however it was not until recently that the media (e.g. BBC News, Music Therapy May Help 

Depression, 1 August 2011) and academia (Maratos et al, 2011) recognised its usefulness in treating 

depression and suicidal populations. For example, Erkkila et al (2011) conducted a randomised 

controlled trial study, in which 79 medicated subjects with unipolar depression received standard 

care alone or with 20 sessions of music therapy. Assessments were taken at baseline, at 3 months (at 

the start of treatment) and at 6 months (3 months after treatment). There were significant 

improvements in depressive symptoms and general functioning in the music therapy with standard 

care group, than standard care groups. However this effect was not evident at the 6 months follow 

up, suggesting that the effects of music are not long lasting.  

While this violates the assumption in music literature in which the effects outlast the presentation of 

music (Erkilla et al, 2011), this is consistent with the mechanisms proposed by cybernetic models of 

behaviour, where the removal of input leads to the system reverting to its original state (Miller, 

Galanter and Pribram, 1960). Therefore it could be argued that music-suicide link is not valid as the 

effects of music stimuli is not long lasting enough to have a substantial impact on internal processes. 

However, music-suicide links are typically found in musicians and adolescents (Stack et al, 1994), 

in which music exposure is frequent or continuous and therefore could affect these groups more 

(Zillmann and Gan, 1997). 

Alternatively short-term effects could be attributed to the lack of distinction between emotions and 

mood, of which folk psychologist believe that the latter is fast acting and not as durable as the 

former (Beedie, Terry & Lane, 2005). However, it is unclear whether these phenomena are distinct, 

but one part of a continuum (Juslin and Sloboda, 2010), despite researchers using these terms 

interchangeably (Vuoskoski et al, 2012). 

 

 



Conclusion 

Overall, there have been many theoretical and experimental advances in music literature, such as 

PEEM, which show promising results in explaining the music-suicide link; despite the lack of 

consensus on definitions and processes for decades (Juslin, 2009). However, there are some aspects 

of music’s influence left incomplete such as the interaction between music and other factors and the 

interactive effects of musical components in producing emotions. In addition, whether musical 

emotions are alike to those experienced by suicidal individuals. Furthermore, while music therapy 

research demonstrate the short lived effects of music, this can be attributed to methodological 

failures in distinguishing emotions from moods or suggests that long term exposure is a pre-

requisite for substantial influence in increasing suicide risk. Nevertheless, while it is clear that 

music may influence us, the exact mechanism and occasions are yet to be established or supported 

by research, of which is increased in difficulty by the complex and multidimensional nature of 

nature of musical influence and suicide. 
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