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The relationship between music preferences with associated stress was 

suggested in previous studies and music was proposed as a popular 

diversion strategy from stressors to resort to on a daily basis. However, the 

possibility of utilizing music as a potential perceived stress reducer in Sri 

Lanka is seldom studied. This preliminary study assesses the associations 

between the preference for selected music genres and the respective 

perceived stress of Sri Lankans in urbs and suburbs. Participants (n=75) 

were selected representing five economic classes (Upper, Upper Middle, 

Middle, Working, and Poor), and three age categories (Generation-y, x, and 

Baby Boomers). Ten music model tracks were selected representing ten 

music genres, i.e., new age, romantic instrumental, gypsy music, jazz, folk, 

nature music, Indian classical, western classical, rock, and hip-hop. The 

preferences were evaluated using a 9-point visual scale and perceived stress 

was evaluated using a previously validated perceived stress scale (PSS), 

developed by Sheldon Cohen. Results suggested that the participated 

individuals with high perceived stress tend to prefer romantic instrumental, 

rock, and hip-hop genres. The stressed individuals in the middle class and 

working class showed preference towards rock while in poor class, showed 

preference towards romantic instrumental. Interestingly, the impact of age on 

the observed correlations was not significant. This pilot study provides 

evidence that the perceived stress of the selected population in Sri Lanka 

does have a connection with their individual preferences for romantic 

instrumental, rock, and hip-hop music genres, and the findings of this study 

warrant a similar study in a wider population in the future. 
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1. Introduction 

Globally, stress has emerged as a serious public 

health concern, mainly in developing countries. 

Epidemiology surveys and research have shown 

that rates of depression in several countries in the 

South Asian region were among the highest in the 

world. A cross-sectional study conducted in South 

Asia has suggested that the prevalence of self-

reported depression of the middle and older-aged 

population in Bangladesh, India, Nepal, and Sri 

Lanka was 47.7%, 40.3%, 40.4%, and 11.4% 

respectively. Accordingly, most of them were less 

than 60 years old [1]. Concerning Sri Lanka, a 

number of studies made conclusions about the 

comparatively higher national prevalence of stress 

and depression. A national prevalence study 

conducted for the elderly population in Sri Lanka 

observed a prevalence rate of 27.8% among those 

who showed depressive symptoms that were 

clinically significant [2]. This study suggested that 

the recorded prevalence was higher compared to 

most other Asian countries. The prevalence of job-

related stress among the randomly selected 

administrative officers in Sri Lanka was 74.6% and 

80.5% in senior administrative officers and 

managerial assistants respectively [3]. According to 

a cross-sectional study conducted at a Sri Lankan 

public university, most of them participated 

undergraduate nursing students had shown 

“extremely severe symptoms of depression, anxiety 

and stress representing 51.1%, 59.8% and 82.6%, 

respectively [4]. Similarly, Amarasuriya and his 

colleagues suggested that 9.3% of Sri Lankan 

undergraduates showed major depressive disorders 

[5]. Another preliminary study on perceived stress, 

conducted around several selected urban and 

suburban areas of Sri Lanka suggested that 56% of 

the sample was under ‘moderately stress’ conditions 

while 8% was under ‘highly stress’ conditions [6]. 

A wide range of psychological conditions such as 

depressive symptoms, anxiety, and suicidal thoughts 

have been prevailing due to extended exposure to 

stress. The impact of chronic stress on the suicidal 

thoughts of medical students was exhibited in a 

study conducted in Poland [7]. A cross-sectional 

survey conducted for working women in China 

highlighted that work stress, family stress, and other 

stress-related factors were positively associated with 

suicide tendencies [8]. Moreover, it has been 

suggested in many studies that excessive stress if 

not been recovered could lead to ample kinds of 

psychosomatic disorders such as non-

communicable diseases like cardiovascular 

diseases and diabetes [9,10]. A longitudinal study 

conducted in Australia over 12 years on women born 

between 1946 and 1951 has suggested that 

perceived stress is a strong risk factor for Type II 

Diabetic Mellitus [11]. Hence reducing stress has 

become an essential requirement in modern society. 

Studies have highlighted several methodologies that 

have been practiced clinically and in general life or 

both mainly based on mood regulation and diversion 

[12]. Despite methodological limitations, it has been 

proved that stress-reducing techniques such as 

biofeedback, relaxation, and combined interventions 

have blood pressure-lowering effects, [13]. These 

strategies help people to shift their focus from 

stressful events; the role of music in this regard was 

reviewed extensively [14–16]. 

Anxiety-reducing effects were interpreted in 

terms of the potential of music to make patients shift 

their focus from stressful events [17]. Another 

postulation was that music engenders relaxation by 

suppressing sympathetic nervous system inducing 

relaxation [18], achieving an anxiolytic effect, and 

decreasing neuromuscular arousal [19]. The 

evocation of the relaxation response through music, 

responsible for restoring the metabolic homeostasis, 

promotes stress reduction [18]. Further, the 

importance of music preference and the type of 

music on this observed stress reduction have been 

also evaluated. According to Jiang and his 

colleagues, the relaxation effect of sedative and 

stimulating music highly depends on the individual 

preference [17]. Lebbe and his colleagues had 

evaluated the impact of certain previously selected 

music genres on the reduction of stress and were 

able to find out that listening to classical music and 

self-selected music had more potential in stress 

reduction compared to silence and heavy metal 

music [20]. These findings add up to the conclusion 

that listeners obtain psychological recovery from 

stress when listening to music, depending on the 

type /genre of music and music preferences.  

When it comes to stressed communities there 

was evidence to prove that certain genres were 

often selected as most preferred over others. For 

example, several studies suggested a significant 

trend in listening to heavy metal music like rock 

music among highly stressed personnel [7,21,22]. 

However, the variance in stress levels within a 

selected population with the individual preference to 

music genres among the people in day-to-day life 

has so far not been emphasized properly. 

Nevertheless, many of such studies focused on one 

age category, i.e., Adolescents. Therefore, such 

evidence is not sufficient to obtain a clear picture of 

associations between stress and individual music 

preferences, because other factors influence both 

stress and music preference, such as social class, 

age category, and gender [6,23–25]. 
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The Sheldon Cohen’s perceived stress scale 
(PSS) is one of the validated tools most widely 
used to evaluate the perceived stress levels of 
individuals. The tool consists set of questions 
about the respondent’s current levels of 
experienced stress. Each question is focused on 
the last month. The respondent must rank from 0 
(never) to 4 (very often). 
Based on the given responses, the PSS value 
can be calculated following a specific calculation 
(Please refer [29] for further information. 

This study was conducted to analyze the 

possible link between music genres and individual 

perceived stress levels among people hailing from 

different age groups and economic classes, who 

lived in urban and suburban areas in Sri Lanka.  

2. Material and Methods 

2.1 Ethics 

Ethical clearance was obtained for this study 

from the Ethics Review Committee, Faculty of 

Medicine, Colombo, Sri Lanka under the ethical 

clearance number EC-19-106 (Supplement 01). 

2.2 Participants 

75 adult individuals from selected urban and sub-

urban areas of Sri Lanka voluntarily participated in 

this study. The urban and suburban areas were 

selected based on previous literature [26]. The 

participants were stratified according to three age 

groups i.e.: age 39 or younger (Gen-Y), age 40-55 

(Gen-X), and age 56-74 (Baby boomers) and five 

economic classes i.e.: Upper class, Upper middle 

class, middle class, lower-middle-class and poor 

[27,28] (Table 1). Due to the complexity of the 

recruitment procedure, a convenient sampling 

method was practiced, and the study was conducted 

in the western and central provinces of Sri Lanka. 

2.3 Instruments 

Ten music model tracks were used to test the 

individual genre preference of the participants. One 

track lasted for approximately one minute. The 

correspondent musical genres were new age, 

romantic instrumental, gypsy music, jazz, folk, 

nature music, Indian classical, western classical, 

rock and hip-hop music. The genres were selected 

from a preliminary study conducted by obtaining the 

opinion of the experts in the Sri Lankan music 

industry. Preferences were evaluated using a 9-point 

visual analog hedonic scale ranging from 1 (very 

much dislike) to 9 (very much like). The perceived 

stress of the participants was evaluated using 

Sheldon Cohen’s perceived stress scale (PSS) (Box 

01) which was previously used in Sri Lanka [29]. All 

questionnaires were interviewer oriented. Apart from 

those, variables such as gender and level of music 

education were recorded. 

2.4 Procedure 

After the individuals were informed about the 

study, written informed consent was obtained from 

the voluntary participants. This procedure continued 

until the study requirement was completed and 75 

participants provided their consent during the study. 

Everyone listened to the music tracks via 

headphones (Brand - YAMAHA, Model-HPH-M82, 

WHITE/RED), and the tracks were played on 

android tablets (Brand- HUAWEI, Model-BAH2-L09). 

Everyone was instructed to mark on a visual analog 

scale, how much they like each music track. Further, 

each participant underwent an assessment with the 

perceived stress scale in order for us to assess their 

perceived stress scores. Participants were 

interviewed by trained research assistants at their 

houses or working places. Prior to the interviews, 

quite environment was ensured with minimum 

background sounds. 

Table 1: Sample stratification based on age 

categories and economic classes 

 Average 
households’ 

income/ month* 
(LKR) 

Age (Years) 

39 or 
younger 

40-55 56-74 

Upper 

Class 

≥81,372 
5 5 5 

Upper 

Middle 

Class 

51,836-

81,371 5 5 5 

Middle 

Class 

36,446-

51,862  
5 5 5 

Lower 

Middle 

Class 

23,519-

36,445  5 5 5 

Poor ≤ 23,518  5 5 5 

Total  25 25 25 

*Average household income ranges were obtained 

from the Department of Census and Statistics, Sri 

Lanka, 2016 [27]. 

Box 01 Sheldon Cohen’s Perceived Stress scale 

2.5 Data analysis 

The analysis was conducted using IBM SPSS 

Statistics, Version 22 (IBM Cooperation, 2013). 

Graphical representations were generated using 

Graphpad Prism 8.0.1 (2018). To evaluate 

correlations between PSS values and ratings for 

each genre, the corresponding trends of ratings had 

to be at a low concordance. Thus, Kendall’s W test 
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was conducted to see the concordance within the 

trends of ratings for ten selected music genres. 

Spearman’s correlation tests were performed with 

bootstraps for 1000 samples with a 90% confidence 

interval to find out the correlations of perceived 

stress scores on the genre preference. 

3. Results  

3.1 Association between the perceived stress 

level on the genre preference 

Low concordance results that showed up in 

Kendall’s W test, between the ratings on each 

genre, allowed us to perform the Spearman test to 

evaluate the correlations between perceived stress 

scores and the ratings provided for each genre 

separately (p<0.1). Significant positive correlations 

were observed between the preference scores 

provided for romantic instrumental (rs= 0.278), rock 

(rs=0.323), and hip-hop (rs= 0.246) genres and the 

perceived stress scores (p<0.1) (Table 2, Figure 1). 

The participants with higher perceived stress levels 

showed more preference towards romantic 

instrumental, rock, and hip-hop. The participants 

with lower stress levels showed less preference 

towards these three genres. Although correlations 

were not significant, the preference scores of other 

genres showed positive correlations with the 

perceived stress scores (Table 2). 

3.2 Impact of economic classes and age 

categories to the observed correlations 

Since the correlations observed between 

romantic instrumental, rock, and hip-hop 

preferences and the perceived stress scores were 

significant, further analyses were conducted to find 

any significant impact that could be observed from 

the corresponding economic classes and age 

categories for these correlations. Thus, separate 

Spearman’s tests were conducted. Significant 

positive correlations were observed in preference 

scores of Rock music in the middle class (rs=0.468) 

and working-class (rs=0.477) with the corresponding 

perceived stress scores (p<0.1). Further, a 

significant positive correlation was observed in the 

preference scores of romantic instrumentals in poor 

class with the corresponding perceived stress 

scores (rs=0.543) (p<0.1). The other observed 

correlations were not significant in any economic 

class for romantic instrumental and rock preference. 

No significant correlation was observed between the 

preference scores of hip-hop with corresponding 

perceived stress scores in any economic class. 

Though not significant, correlations for other 

economic classes were also positive, except for poor 

class participants in their preferences for rock with 

corresponding perceived stress scores. Interestingly, 

none of the correlations were significant, though 

positive, between any of the three genre preferences 

and perceived stress scores in any age category 

(p>0.1) 

4. Discussion 

Music has been identified as an effective tool to 

reduce stress, and the impact of music preference in 

this area has been proved on several occasions [17, 

30, 31]. Although extensive evidence gathered 

around how listening to preferred music reduces 

stress more efficiently, how music preference for 

different genres varies with stress in the community 

has not yet been properly examined. Due to its 

stress-reducing effect, it can be suggested that there 

might be a tendency among communities to utilize 

music as a tool when they are stressed to perceive 

relaxation. Further, this trend might differ according 

to the genre of music and the individual preference 

towards those genres. As suggested by Stratton in 

1984, how you liked a genre plays an important role 

in relaxation [32]. Therefore, the objective of this 

study was to determine associations between genre 

preferences of participants in a selected population 

with their perceived stress levels. Two important 

demographic factors were considered in this study 

(age and economic class) because it was suggested 

previously to have had an impact on both music 

preference and stress [6,23–25]. 

Table 2: Observed correlations between perceived 

stress and hedonic scores provided for each genre. 

Genre 

Spearman 
correlation 

coefficient with 
PSS scores 

90% Confidence 
Intervals 

New age 0.151 - 0.022 – 0.316 

Romantic 

Instrumental 
0.287* 0.159 – 0.406 

Gypsy 

music 
0.173 -0.012 – 0.345 

Jazz 0.133 -0.007- 0.271 

Folk 0.014 -0.133 – 0.161 

Nature 

music 
0.133 -0.036 – 0.306 

Indian 

classical 
0.112 -0.002 – 0.231 

Western 

classical 
0.026 -0.119 – 0.188 

Rock 0.323* 0.192 – 0.459 

Hip-hop 0.246* 0.099 – 0.397 

 (*) indicates significant correlations. 
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(a) Romantic instrumental preference vs PSS 

(Correlation coefficient = 0.287*) 
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(b) Rock music preference vs PSS (Correlation 

coefficient = 0.323*) 
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(c) Hip-hop music preference vs PSS (Correlation 

coefficient = 0.246*) 

Figure 1 Graphical representation of the observed 

significant correlations between music genres and 

perceived stress levels. The direction of the 

correlation was indicated using arrows. 

Our findings revealed that certain genres, i.e., 

romantic instrumental, hip-hop, and rock in the 

population, attracted a greater preference, with 

regard to perceived stress levels. Following our 

results, supportive evidence found correlating rock 

with stress levels. Studies found that the participants 

listen to music that induces sadness or disruptive 

ideas when they were depressed or stressed even if 

it led to negative consequences [22,33]. Even 

though heavy metal music contributed least to the 

stress reduction [20], the trend in listening to heavy 

metal/ Rock music when people were stressed has 

been vastly suggested. This trend was observed 

even among adolescents and suggested as a pre-

indicator for suicide vulnerability [22], while a higher 

level of anxiety and depression was observed 

among adolescent girls in Canada who often listen 

to heavy metal and rock music.[34]. 

The reasons for such a trend must be explored in 

future, regarding the preference for rock among 

stressed communities in Sri Lanka. However, less 

evident were in line with the other two correlations, 

namely preferences for romantic instrumental versus 

stress and preferences for hip hop versus stress. 

Further studies ought to target these genres and 

their relations with individual stress levels. 

Even though the impact of age and economic 

classes on these associations were evaluated, the 

findings are not sufficient to draw a proper 

conclusion regarding their impact on the population. 

This is mainly due to a less representative sample 

size. Nonetheless, certain observations were found 

to be significant. Importantly, rock was significantly 

associated with the stress levels of the working class 

and the middle class, yet in the poor class the 

significantly associated genre was romantic 

instrumental. 

There were several limitations we had to face. 

First, only 75 participants were enrolled, which is not 

enough to generalize for a total selected population. 

The higher confidence intervals observed in the 

resulted correlation coefficients, at 90% (Table 2), 

might be due to a small sample size. The data were 

not skewed and therefore not normally distributed. It 

would be interesting if future studies could be held 

together information from many participants. Further, 

this research adopted a convenient sampling 

technique for data collection rather than a random 

sampling method, which might create selective bias. 

Another limitation was the usage of only one music 

track with a running time of one minute to represent 

a genre. However, future studies could be planned 

for a wider array of music for each genre so as to 

obtain collective preference for those genres. 

Several confounding factors that would affect the 

individual music preference and the perceived stress 

have not been addressed in this study [35]. Even 

though data on gender and music education have 

been recorded, those were not statistically 

considered during the analysis. Another key 

research area for future research is the actual 

biological stress levels. Instead of merely using a 

questionnaire to predict stress levels, evaluating the 

stress-related physiological parameters such as 

heart rate, blood pressure, cortisol, and salivary 

alpha-amylase in the participant would bring in more 

valid results in future studies. 
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5. Conclusion 

This pilot study finding provides evidence that the 

preferences for romantic instrumental, rock, and hip-

hop music genres increase with the perceived stress 

and the impact of their economic classes or age 

category for that trend in the selected community. 

This study suggests that music might be a popular 

method that can be utilized to reduce the stress 

levels of stressed communities in Sri Lanka, but it 

must be interpreted with caution, considering their 

music genre preferences and the actual reason 

behind such preferences. The trends showed in this 

pilot study warrant future studies with a wider 

sample size and population number. 
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