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Abstract: Music therapy has emerged as a promising intervention for enhancing the emotional 

regulation and social reciprocity of children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), their 

cognitive development, and fostering good relations between them and their parents. ASD 

has an impact on social interaction, emotional regulation, and cognitive development, which 

in turn affects individuals and their families. Music therapy can deal with these challenges. It 

promotes emotional expression, social interaction, cognitive abilities, and parent-child 

cooperation, enabling families to support the overall development of the child. This literature 

review discusses the use of music therapy to help manage the emotions of children with 

autism, helping with reciprocal social interactions, building up stronger cognitive functions, 

and relationships within a family. It synthesizes current research findings, highlighting how 

music therapy creates opportunities for meaningful emotional engagement, supports the 

development of social skills, promotes cognitive growth, and empowers parents through 

family-centered interventions. Additionally, music therapy improves joint attention and 

imitation by improving core social and emotional development abilities. It also strengthens 

the cognitive skills necessary for adaptive functioning. Moreover, family members 

participating in music therapy sessions can better understand their child’s abilities and learn 

effective strategies to promote developmentally appropriate skill acquisition within the home.  

Keywords: Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Music Therapy, Social 
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1. Introduction 

The DSM-5 defines Autism Spectrum Disorder based on a persistent deficiency in social 

communication and social interaction across multiple contexts and restricted, repetitive patterns of 

behavior, interests, or activities. Primary diagnostic criteria include difficulties with social-emotional 

reciprocity, abnormalities in nonverbal communicative behaviors, and challenges initiating, 

maintaining, or understanding relationships. These symptoms must cause significant functional 

impairment and typically appear in early childhood, though they may become more apparent as 

environmental demands increase [1]. 

The increasing prevalence of ASD, along with the significant challenges such as impaired social 

communication, emotional dysregulation, and disrupted cognitive development in childhood, 
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generates a demand for a comprehensive intervention design. Many children struggle against 

achieving these developmental milestones because of the challenges brought about by impairment in 

social interaction, emotion regulation, and cognition rooted in ASD. Music has proven to be one key 

intervention method for addressing various ASD symptoms. Moreover, parent and family 

involvement in therapy enhances the effectiveness by extending therapeutic benefits into the home 

environment.  

This study will explore the potential impact of music therapy on emotional regulation, social 

reciprocity, cognitive development, and parent-child relationships in children with ASD. It will 

synthesize research findings on how music therapy interventions can be applied practically in the 

field to improve family dynamics and empower parents. The findings underscore the potential for 

music therapy interventions to enhance the emotional, social, and cognitive growth of individuals 

with ASD while fostering family cohesion. It presents the value of music therapy in promoting 

developmental progress and strengthening familial dynamics in children with ASD. This work will 

help the practitioner or caregiver understand that music therapy can be one of the practical tools for 

emotional, social, and cognitive development in children on the autism spectrum while empowering 

family members to be actively involved in their children's treatment journey. 

2. Overview of Music Therapy 

Music therapy is a form of clinical intervention which utilizes music to meet the needs associated 

with physical, emotional, cognitive, and social aspects. It may include engaging activities such as 

listening to music, playing instruments, singing, or improvising under the guidance of a trained music 

therapist. Music therapy has, in particular, been effective with developmentally challenged 

individuals who respond to this medium for communicating and expressing their feelings because it 

is non-verbal and engaging. For children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), music therapy has 

been shown to improve communicative abilities and parent-child relationships while enhancing social 

interaction and emotional regulation, as highlighted in a study by Geretsegger et al. [2]. Its 

adaptability and versatility make music therapy one of the widely used approaches in therapeutic 

services for developmental and emotional wellness. 

3. Mechanisms of Music Therapy in ASD 

The efficacy of music therapy for children with ASD stems from its stimulation of neurological and 

emotional pathways. As Srinivasan and Bhat point out, music can activate areas of the brain 

associated with auditory processing, social interaction, and emotional regulation, thus creating a 

multisystemic approach to therapy [3]. Indeed, this ability to engage multiple systems simultaneously 

is the reason why music therapy is so effective in addressing such complex symptoms of ASD. 

Rabeyron et al. have noted that music is a non-verbal language. Thus, it allows children with ASD—

characterized by struggles with verbal communication—to express themselves and connect 

emotionally [4].  

Furthermore, music therapy activates key areas of the brain involved in emotional processing and 

self-regulation. Geretsegger et al. reported that structured music therapy sessions result in 

improvements in emotional expression and recognition; these sessions also facilitate imitation and 

shared attention important in the development of social skills [2]. Additionally, Rabeyron et al. have 

shown that children in music therapy sessions exhibited reduced lethargy and stereotypical behaviors 

compared to those in control groups [4]. Additionally, in the study conducted by Kim et al., the 

concept of "musical attunement" is thought to be the core of music therapy, where the therapist adapts 

according to the child's musical expressions, creating a dynamic and responsive environment [5]. By 

mirroring and improvising on the child's musical cues, therapists foster engagement and reciprocity, 
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building a foundation for emotional and social growth. It would, therefore, support the fact that active 

participation during music therapy provokes motor and cognitive engagement for overall 

development. 

4. Improvement in Social Skills and Communication 

Music therapy is increasingly accepted for its effect on increased social interaction and 

communicative reciprocity in ASD children due to its structured and interactive activity, such as 

improvisational music-making. Such structured activities create a supportive environment where 

children can build meaningful relationships with therapists and peers. In the study conducted by 

Geretsegger et al., improvements in both verbal and nonverbal communication are frequently 

observed [2]. It presents children have developed foundational skills necessary for effective social 

interactions. But perhaps one of the most notable features of music therapy is its capacity to foster 

social reciprocity in interactions. During sessions, children are encouraged to take the initiative and 

responsively act regarding the therapist's cues. It then fosters emotional synchrony and shared 

experiences in children. This interactive dynamic significantly enhances social responsiveness. 

Studies show that these improvements are more pronounced in music therapy settings compared to 

traditional non-musical interventions. Kim et al. noted the ability of music to act as a medium for 

building connections. The study emphasizes music’s role in supporting the social development of 

children with ASD [5].  

Beyond structured activities, music therapy allows children to participate at their own comfort 

level. Such positive changes, both in initiating and maintaining interactions during therapy, have been 

reported by both families and professionals. This flexibility allows the children to feel more confident 

since they get to think that they play an active role in social exchange. For instance, participatory 

activities in music therapy sessions have been shown to foster relational bonds. This has been 

observed in the family-centered approach, where increased social engagement was directly linked to 

the structured yet adaptable nature of the therapy [6]. The benefits of music therapy transcend the 

session itself, influencing not only the child but also their family. Moreover, understanding how 

families perceive music therapy offers valuable insights into its broader effects. 

5. Impact of Music Therapy on Family Members 

Music therapy is consistently considered useful by parents and families caring for children with ASD 

as it directly benefits their children through the enhancement of social and emotional skills while also 

reinforcing family relationships by fostering better connections among family members. Parents and 

caregivers in such settings often observe significant improvements in how these children interact with 

others after undergoing therapy. Rickson found that families reported increased eye contact, turn-

taking, and better responsiveness to social cues as changes they observed through their participation 

in therapy sessions [6]. Such findings indicated the structured nature of music therapy, along with its 

inherent flexibility in offering a clear framework that encourages appropriate interactions to occur. 

Building on this, Mok et al. investigated how parents perceive the integration of Taekwondo 

training with elements of music therapy. They indicated that integrating rhythmic and melodic 

elements of music therapy into physical activities not only enhances social communication in children 

but also provides parents with new opportunities to interact with them. Families observed significant 

growth in their children's ability to collaborate and participate in group activities, fostering both social 

and emotional development. Parents expressed their appreciation for the way these activities created 

opportunities for shared experiences and strengthened the parent-child bonds [7]. 

The benefits of family-centered music therapy sessions are further enhanced when the parents or 

siblings are active participants. In this way, it facilitates bonding, shared experiences, collaboration, 
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and enjoyment among families. Rickson mentioned that parents appreciated such opportunities for 

interaction with their children in a non-threatening, non-judgmental atmosphere that allowed them to 

value their children's unique capabilities and expressions [6]. Similarly, Ruiz et al. supported such a 

perspective by underlining that family-centered interventions positively affect social communication 

and strengthen the emotional connection between parents and children [8]. Through active 

participation in therapy, families feel more aware of the child's capabilities and further development.  

Moreover, music therapy empowers families by equipping them with practical strategies that allow 

them to assist further the development of their child at home. Therapists often model techniques, such 

as rhythmic prompts and singing, which parents can easily integrate into their daily routine to enhance 

the growth of their child. Furthermore, Mok et al. explained that providing parents with some 

supportive tools and techniques to assist their child during social-emotional development made them 

feel more confident in handling the child [7]. These strategies create a ripple effect that extends the 

benefits of therapy into everyday life, improving both the child's and the family's overall well-being.  

By focusing on the family unit, music therapy not only benefits the child but also strengthens 

family dynamics, reducing stress and fostering a more cohesive and supportive environment. Music 

therapy empowers families and can improve their overall quality of life through enhancing social 

skills, emotional regulation, and family relationships.  

6. Emotional and Behavioral Benefits 

Besides promoting social and family interactions, music therapy has been proven to enhance 

emotional regulation and support behavioral modification. A key strength of this intervention is the 

fact that it provides a calm and predictable setting, which is especially critical for children who 

experience much anxiety or face challenges during transitions. The rhythmic and melodic components 

of music offer a sensory-rich experience, which assists children in regulating their emotional 

outbursts by decreasing aggression, hyperactivity, and repetitive behaviors [3]. 

Beyond emotional stabilization, music therapy promotes positive emotional expression. In the 

context of improvisational music therapy, children may express more gratification and emotional 

synchronization, enabling them to establish better interpersonal relationships. Due to the dynamic 

interaction, therapists can further respond to the musical or non-musical expression of the children, 

generating a mutual relationship that increases emotional engagement and interpersonal 

connectedness. This process is not only improving emotional conditions but also fosters empathy and 

mutuality [5]. 

Another important benefit is the potential for music therapy to improve self-regulation. One large 

randomized controlled trial, the TIME-A study, highlighted how structured musical activities could 

redirect maladaptive behaviors into purposeful actions, thus enhancing attentional focus and 

adaptability. These activities would enable children to move from repetitive, self-stimulatory 

behaviors toward cooperative and goal-oriented tasks, thereby extending the intervention as effective 

in reducing behavioral challenges [9]. 

Building on these, Vlachová showed that improvisational music therapy (IMT) provides a safe and 

non-judgmental environment for a child to experience and express emotions [10]. In the qualitative 

case study of one child with autism, there was a significant increase in nonverbal behavioral 

communicators such as eye-to-eye contact and hand gestures that are pivotal in regulating social 

interactions. The shifts from frustration to joy within the IMT sessions underline the capability for 

non-directive child-centered intervention to address emotional and behavioral difficulties. 

Furthermore, improved inhibitory control was reflected in music therapy as a gain for longer-term 

benefits through being attentive and self-regulatory. This sensory-rich, interactive approach supports 

children in dealing with complex social and environmental demands. It reduces negative behaviors 

in frequency and intensity, further solidifying the role of music therapy within holistic therapeutic 
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frameworks. Collectively, these findings point out the multidimensional intervention of music 

therapy in addressing emotional and behavioral challenges, thus providing children with a means to 

achieve greater overall well-being. 

7. Music Therapy and Cognitive Development 

Music therapy enhances the overall cognitive development of a child with autism. For example, the 

therapy has improved attention, memory, and problem-solving skills that are crucial for supporting 

broader developmental outcomes. According to Srinivasan and Bhat, for children with autism, 

musical therapy sessions encourage joint attention, where children are able to engage in shared 

activities with others [2]. This foundational skill supports not only cognitive growth but also social 

development, making music therapy a valuable tool for fostering the precursors to learning and 

interaction. 

Rabeyron et al. further showed that children who took part in structured music therapy sessions 

had significant improvements in cognitive flexibility and executive functioning [4]. These sessions 

incorporated imitation exercises such as rhythm or melody imitation. These exercises enhance motor 

coordination and build sequencing and memory skills. The interactive nature of music therapy also 

facilitated problem-solving skills that got children to experiment with various sounds with 

instruments, developing creative thinking and adaptability. In such controlled therapeutic 

environments, children practiced and refined these cognitive-social skills, ensuring more sustained 

long-term developmental benefits. 

Building on this, Fan et al. extend these findings to examine the impacts of Orff music therapy—

a systematic program integrating rhythmic activities, melody creation, and group interactions [11]. In 

this study, participants show improvements in imitation abilities, fine motor coordination, and 

collaborative participation. The study result indicates a dual benefit for cognitive and social abilities. 

Additionally, Orff therapy provided opportunities for emotional expression and self-regulation, 

helping the children to be better prepared for new situations and reducing maladaptive behaviors. 

This multidimensional approach underlines the holistic influence of music therapy on cognitive 

development, further enhancing social skills and emotional well-being. Music therapy thus offers a 

comprehensive framework that supports children with ASD in achieving meaningful growth and 

adaptability by addressing these interconnected developmental areas. 

8. Conclusion 

Music therapy has become a powerful intervention that assists children with ASD in overcoming 

significant challenges related to social communication, emotional regulation, and behavioral 

development. The review also demonstrates how structured and interactive music therapy activities 

promote joint attention, turn-taking, and eye contact in a playful environment where children can 

establish meaningful relationships with therapists and peers. With the adaptability of music therapy, 

children can participate at their own pace, allowing them to feel comfortable and develop confidence 

and basic social skills. Music therapy also facilitates emotional expression and regulation by 

decreasing anxiety, aggression, and repetitive behaviors. This highlights its relevance in improving 

self-regulation and overall behavioral outcomes due to its ability to redirect maladaptive behaviors 

into purposeful activities. Another important aspect has been the family's involvement in music 

therapy. Family-based treatment is not only beneficial to therapeutic processes but also promotes 

more positive family relationships and strategies for supporting children's development at home. That 

said, little research has addressed how varying levels of parental involvement may impact long-term 

outcomes, prompting the need for further studies to investigate such questions. 
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Although music therapy exhibits significant short-term benefits, several limitations underscore the 

need for further research. Long-term studies are not yet available; thus, it remains unclear whether 

the improvements can be maintained over time. Furthermore, differing methodologies and small, 

homogeneous samples limit the generalizability of results, particularly to diverse population groups. 

Future studies should focus on longitudinal research to understand the long-term impact of music 

therapy. There is also a need to explore interdisciplinary approaches that could enhance the 

effectiveness of music therapy. Once these shortcomings are addressed, music therapy can continue 

to evolve and provide greater support to children with ASD and their families. 
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