Weill Cornell

Music as medicine

The use of music as a clinical therapy was the subject of Weill Cornell Medicine — Qatar’s (WCM-Q)
latest Grand Rounds lecture.

The talk delivered by Dr. Waseem Kotoub, a professional concert pianist, composer and medical
doctor, was entitled Music Therapy: History, Methods and Application in Clinical Practice, and was
designed to give attendees an overview of music therapy and its practical clinical applications.

The discipline is defined by the American Music Therapy Association as “the clinical and evidence-
based use of music intervention to achieve individual goals within a therapeutic relationship by a
professional who has completed an approved music therapy program”.

Dr. Kotoub, who trained at the Royal Academy of Music in London and received his MA from Liverpool
School of Tropical Medicine, explained that although music therapy has been used since antiquity —
both Plato and Boethius discussed the healing power of music — modern medicine has been slow to
embrace its uses.

He said: “It was only about 25 years ago when music therapy began to be a professional, approved
occupation. The US and the United Kingdom have done a lot of research around music therapy but still
it is not perceived well or used well by doctors and nurses in some countries around the world.”

Dr. Kotoub said he has used music therapy with autistic children to aid the development of
communication skills, and it was also used after World War Il to treat mental trauma in soldiers.

Other uses of the therapy include as a complementary treatment for conditions like high blood
pressure, which has been shown to benefit from certain types of music; and as an intensive treatment
for anxiety and respiratory disorders. Famously, music therapy has been shown to help people with a
stutter. Dr. Kotoub explained that with stuttering, the sufferer may be able to sing normally but have
difficulty speaking. This is because different parts of the brain are responsible for each action, so the
music therapist attempts to ‘trick’ the brain into using the singing part for speech.

He also explained why music can be a profound pain reliever.

“It has been shown that playing music during and after surgery reduces the amount of pain killers that
are needed and improves the outcome of the surgery,” he said. “Music increases dopamine which will
have an impact on your vascular system. So, you get more blood coming in to the area that has had
surgery and the wound will heal faster. This is the science behind what is happening.”

Music has also been proved to help in creating subcortical links between damaged brain centers, such
as after strokes, and that improves a lot of patients’ lives and mobility skills.
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Dr. Kotoub’s lecture was accredited locally by the Qatar Council for Healthcare Practitioners-
Accreditation Department (QCHP-AD) and internationally by the Accreditation Council for Continuing
Medical Education (ACCME).
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Photo captions:
Dr. Waseem Kotoub, a professional concert pianist, composer and medical doctor, spoke about music
therapy at WCM-Q Grand Rounds.

About Weill Cornell Medicine - Qatar

Weill Cornell Medicine - Qatar is a partnership between Cornell University and Qatar Foundation. It
offers a comprehensive six-year medical program leading to the Cornell University M.D. degree with
teaching by Cornell and Weill Cornell faculty and by physicians at Hamad Medical Corporation (HMC),
Aspetar Orthopedic and Sports Medicine Hospital, the Primary Health Care Corporation, the Feto
Maternal Center, and Sidra Medicine, who hold Weill Cornell appointments. Through its biomedical
research program, WCM-Q_is building a sustainable research community in Qatar while advancing basic
science and clinical research. Through its medical college, WCM-Q seeks to provide the finest education
possible for medical students, to improve health care both now and for future generations, and to
provide high quality health care to the Qatari population.
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