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Abstract:

The use of sound as a therapeutic tool has been a core component of various religious and spiritual
practices worldwide. Chants, mantras, and prayers are sacred sounds that not only carry spiritual
significance but also offer psychological benefits. This review explores the psychological impact
of these sound practices, focusing on their role in emotional regulation, stress reduction, and
promoting mental well-being. By examining both physiological and psychological mechanisms
through empirical studies, this paper highlights how chanting, mantra repetition, and prayer can
calm the mind and enhance emotional resilience. The review also discusses the therapeutic
potential of these practices in clinical settings and everyday life. The paper concludes with
suggestions for future research and practical implications for integrating sound-based practices
into mental health care.
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Sacred sounds, including chants, mantras, and prayers, have been part of human culture and
spirituality for thousands of years. We see a wide range of religious and cultural traditions that use
these auditory practices as tools for attaining spiritual transcendence, emotional balance, and
mental clarity. In the Hindu tradition, we have the chant of "Om"; in Buddhism, the use of
repetitive mantras; in Islam, the prayer (Salat); and in Christian culture, the use of hymns. We also
see these practices in many indigenous cultures. Throughout history, these practices are thought to
have transformative power, connecting the practitioner with the divine, bringing a sense of peace,
and fostering self-awareness. Beyond their religious and spiritual roles, today’s psychology is
paying more attention to the benefits of sacred sounds for emotional health, psychological
resilience, and overall mental health.

Sacred sounds are often recognised for their repetitive, rhythmic qualities, which aim to foster a
distinct form of engagement with the mind and body. From a psychological perspective, these
practices are often viewed through the lens of mindfulness and meditation, both of which have
attracted considerable attention for their roles in stress management, emotion regulation, and
enhanced cognitive functioning. Mindfulness, as conceptualised by Kabat-Zinn (1994), involves
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the active process of paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and
nonjudgmentally. This heightened awareness enables individuals to engage with their thoughts
and emotions without judgment, nurturing emotional regulation and psychological flexibility.
Sacred sounds, through their repetitive and rhythmic patterns, serve as effective tools for
cultivating mindfulness and inducing a meditative state conducive to emotional regulation and
stress reduction. As such, they can function as a form of cognitive and emotional training, allowing
individuals to gain control over their internal experiences.

Objective

The current study reviews the psychological effects of sacred sounds on the human mind.
Specifically, it investigates how the repetition of mantras, the rhythmic structure of prayers, and
the meditative aspects of chants contribute to mental health, emotional regulation, and stress
reduction. Drawing on empirical research and theoretical frameworks, the paper seeks to uncover
the mechanisms that underpin the psychological benefits of these sound-based practices and their
therapeutic potential.

Method

This review paper uses a qualitative synthesis approach to examine the psychological effects of
sacred sounds, including mantras, chants, and prayers. Relevant literature was identified through
a comprehensive search of academic databases, including PsycINFO, PubMed, and Google
Scholar. The selection criteria focused on studies examining the psychological and physiological
effects of sacred sounds, with particular emphasis on emotional regulation, stress reduction, and
mental well-being. Priority was given to studies published in the past 20 years to ensure the review
encompasses the most recent developments in this field. Both qualitative and quantitative studies
were included, along with theoretical articles that discuss the mechanisms by which sacred sounds
contribute to psychological well-being. Studies were included based on their relevance to the topic,
with a specific focus on those that addressed emotional regulation and mental health outcomes.

Sound as a Tool for Psychological Healing

The role of sound in therapy is a practice with roots in ancient traditions and is now supported by
modern research. In past cultures, it was known that sound has the ability to bring the body back
into balance, a tenet that aligns with present-day psychological models that emphasise the mind-
body connection. We also see from psychophysiological research that audio stimuli play a large
role in what goes on physiologically, such as heart rate, and in emotion (Sapolsky, 2004). We see
that repetitive audio patterns, like mantras and chants, reduce cognitive load (Sweller, 1988),
which in turn facilitates achieving mindfulness and emotional regulation.

Sacred sounds, for example, the “Om” chant, engage the parasympathetic nervous system, which
in turn produces relaxation and reduces stress (Porges, 2009). Inbaraj et al. (2022) reported that
those with a large amount of practice had greater vagal activity, suggesting that with consistent
practice, you see greater calming effects. Also, Tawade and Doiphode (2021) reported on the
cognitive and emotional benefits of mantra chanting, which primarily include reduction in stress
and increase in mental clarity.
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In addition, Gao et al. (2017) found that chanting sacred sounds, such as the Amitabha, lowers
emotional reactivity to negative stimuli. This is probably due to the creation of a religious schema
that helps regulate emotional reactions. EEG studies on mantras and music reveal
neurophysiological effects, noting brainwave activity, particularly alpha and theta waves, that
promote a sense of relaxation and a meditative state (Sandu, 2006). Thus, these studies confirm
the efficacy and benefits of practising this type on the psychological and physiological levels.

In alignment with these findings, Willow (2020) explored the therapeutic potential of sound-
healing practices, including voice and drum, for enhancing psychospiritual health. Sundar and
Parmar (2016) investigated traditional Indian music healing techniques, such as "raga chikitsa"
(treatment by raga) and "garbhasanskara” (auditory stimulation during pregnancy), emphasising
their impact on emotional well-being and physiological balance. Both studies advocate further
research into the clinical use of these practices. Recent research by Saskovets et al. (2024)
examines the effects of sound interventions on mental stress responses. Their scoping review
protocol analyses various sound-based interventions, contributing to a deeper understanding of
sound's therapeutic potential. These findings reinforce the role of sound as an effective tool for
psychological healing, supporting its integration into therapeutic practices.

Mantras and Chants

Mantras and chants are repetitive verbal expressions—words, syllables, or phrases—believed to
have transformative psychological and spiritual power (Goyal et al., 2014). Psychologists consider
mantra or chant repetition a form of meditation that helps you focus on a single thing and disregard
distractions (Lutz et al., 2008). Research has shown that such repetition is effective at alleviating
anxiety and helping individuals feel more emotionally balanced. For example, when pronouncing
Om, it is not only spiritual but also has been found to slow the heart rate and breathing, which
makes the body feel more relaxed and calm (Bernardi et al., 2001; Gurjar et al., 2011). Evidence
also suggests that we may all become more emotionally resilient by chanting Om, which may
cause the brain to respond less to negative emotions (Zheng et al., 2022). In other examples, Kesar,
Mehta, Patel, and Nathani (2023) overviewed the ways in which the Gayatri Mantra may aid in
regulating the nervous system, increasing focus, and achieving a state of meditation. Likewise,
Samajdar et al. (2020) discovered that Gayatri mantra recitation improves attention and memory,
alleviates anxiety, particularly in young athletes, and demonstrated how much the site can offer to
our brain and our mood.

Furthermore, mantra meditation has been shown to increase self-compassion and alleviate
symptoms of anxiety and depression. These effects align with theories that repetitive practices help
shift attention away from negative ruminations toward neutral or positive cognitive processes.
Studies have also shown that Sanskrit shloka chanting enhances mindfulness by fostering a
meditative state, reducing mental distractions and promoting emotional stability and clarity (Khan
& Tiwari, 2021; Raorane & Shetty, 2020). Recent findings by Tripathi, Sharma, and Vishvakarma
(2024) further illustrate the psychological and social benefits of chanting meditation. Their study
examined the effects of Gayatri mantra chanting on psychological capital and well-being among
young adults. Using qualitative and quantitative measures, the researchers demonstrated
significant improvements in mood, reduced stress, and enhanced feelings of group connectedness.
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These results highlight the dual role of chanting meditation in facilitating emotional regulation and
strengthening interpersonal bonds. The repetitive and communal nature of chanting was found to
foster a sense of shared emotional experience and social cohesion, emphasising its holistic benefits
for mental health and social harmony. Mohanty et al. (2024) investigated the impact of
MahaMantra chanting on anxiety and depression using EEG rhythm analysis. Their research
demonstrated that regular chanting practices are associated with significant reductions in anxiety
and depressive symptoms. By analysing EEG rhythms, the study revealed that chanting influences
brainwave activity, particularly enhancing alpha and theta waves, which are linked to relaxation
and meditative states. This neurophysiological evidence highlights how chanting contributes to
emotional regulation and cognitive clarity, further supporting its therapeutic potential in mental
health management.

The Vibrational Impact of Sound

The vibrational quality of certain sounds, such as those produced by chanting "Om™ or using
Tibetan singing bowls, has been explored for its potential to influence brainwave activity and
emotional well-being. Research suggests that specific sound frequencies can synchronise with
brainwave patterns, promoting relaxation and reducing stress. For instance, a study on mantra
chanting found that chanting increased alpha and theta brainwave activity, which are associated
with relaxation and deep meditation, respectively (Kaur & Soni, 2019). Similarly, Goldsby et al.
(2017) demonstrated that Tibetan singing bowl sound meditation improved mood, reduced tension,
and enhanced well-being, reinforcing the therapeutic benefits of vibrational sounds in facilitating
emotional equilibrium.

Prayer As Sound

Prayer, though traditionally rooted in faith and spiritual devotion, has profound psychological
implications. Psychologists define prayer as a cognitive and emotional engagement in which
individuals express their thoughts, emotions, and intentions to a higher power or entity (Pargament,
1997). This practice has been shown to regulate emotional states by inducing relaxation and
reducing autonomic arousal, thereby lowering stress levels (Koenig et al., 2001). Additionally,
prayer provides a structured cognitive framework for coping with uncertainty, loss, or anxiety. By
framing challenges within a spiritual context, prayer enhances psychological resilience and fosters
a sense of control and hope (Pargament, 2007). Suryanto et al. (2024) support this by examining
the effects of Taizé prayer on stress and resilience in young adults, demonstrating significant
improvements in stress management and resilience in nonclinical settings. This aligns with the
broaden-and-build theory (Fredrickson, 2001), which posits that positive emotions elicited through
prayer, such as gratitude and hope, expand cognitive and behavioural repertoires, facilitating
personal growth and resilience.

Sacred sounds, including chants, mantras, and prayers, have long been integral to religious and
spiritual practices, shaping both individual and collective experiences. These sounds are perceived
not just as spiritual tools but also as powerful agents for mental health, offering profound effects
on emotional regulation, stress management, and overall psychological well-being. Recent studies
have increasingly explored the underlying psychological mechanisms of these practices, providing
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empirical evidence of their therapeutic potential. This literature review synthesises findings on the
psychological effects of sacred sounds, drawing connections between emotional regulation,
cognitive benefits, and mental health improvements.

Emotional Regulation & Stress Reduction

Sacred sounds have long been recognised for their profound impact on emotion regulation and
stress reduction, a phenomenon supported by contemporary scientific studies. Bernardi et al.
(2001) conducted a seminal study investigating the physiological effects of controlled breathing,
a component often integrated into mantra chanting. Their findings indicated that rhythmic chanting
significantly improved heart rate variability (HRV), a key marker of autonomic nervous system
functioning. This improvement reflects a balanced stress response and enhanced emotional
regulation. Notably, their research demonstrated that chanting serves as an effective method for
inducing a calm state, reducing physiological markers of stress, and fostering a sense of relaxation.

Tseng (2022), in a comprehensive narrative review, expanded on these findings by exploring the
broader health benefits of mantra meditation. The review highlighted that regular practice of
mantra chanting is associated with reductions in cortisol levels and improvements in HRV, which
directly correlate with improved emotional well-being and stress management. Tseng emphasised
that the repetitive and rhythmic nature of mantras activates the parasympathetic nervous system,
promoting relaxation and reducing the physiological burden of stress. This further establishes
sacred sounds as powerful tools for both physical and emotional health.

Jain and Kumar (2015) offered additional evidence by examining the long-term psychological
benefits of chanting practices. Their research demonstrated that individuals who consistently
engaged in mantra chanting exhibited greater resilience in stressful situations, showing improved
emotional stability and the ability to adapt to challenging circumstances. The longitudinal aspect
of their study underscored the cumulative benefits of sacred sounds, suggesting that regular
participation in chanting practices can build emotional strength over time.

Adding to this body of evidence, Sharma and Mehta (2014) conducted a focused study on
individuals experiencing elevated stress levels. Their research revealed that mantra chanting not
only significantly reduced stress but also improved emotional balance and self-regulation. These
findings were particularly relevant for high-stress populations, as they highlighted the therapeutic
potential of chanting in mitigating the effects of chronic stress and promoting mental harmony.

Neuroscientific insights further validate these findings. Ikechukwu (2020) reviewed scientific
investigations into the sacred sound "Om" (Aum) and detailed its physiological, psychological,
and spiritual impacts. The review highlighted how chanting "Om™ regulates autonomic functions,
enhances focus, and induces a meditative state, contributing to stress reduction and emotional well-
being. The vibrational and resonance properties of "Om™ were noted to play a significant role in
its therapeutic potential, offering profound implications for both mental and physical health. The
study emphasised the sound’s ability to activate a state of deep relaxation, which can help reduce
stress and foster emotional regulation. This evidence supports the idea that sacred sounds, such as
"Om," contribute to a calming effect, promoting inner peace and emotional clarity.
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These studies collectively highlight that the effects of sacred sounds on emotional regulation and
stress reduction are not merely anecdotal but are rooted in measurable physiological and
psychological mechanisms. By harmonizing the mind and body, practices such as mantra
meditation, rhythmic chanting, and controlled breathing offer a holistic approach to managing
stress. Moreover, the universality of these practices ensures that their benefits transcend cultural
and religious boundaries, making them accessible and relevant across diverse populations

Cognitive Enhancement

The cognitive benefits of sacred sounds have also been a major focus in psychological research. It
is observed that the sustained focus during mantra chanting improves cognitive flexibility and
attention span. These studies suggest that the repetitive and focused nature of sacred sound
practices benefits emotional well-being and cognitive clarity and mental agility (Tiwari and
Srivastava, 2016). Perry et al. (2022) highlighted the role of chanting in improving cognitive
performance, emotional regulation, and quality of life. Their research revealed that chanting
induces altered states of consciousness, leading to stress reduction and long-term mental health
benefits. Participants reported enhanced memory, greater emotional stability, and improved
mindfulness, emphasizing the transformative potential of these practices in clinical and everyday
contexts.

The communal and cognitive dimensions of chanting practices foster social cohesion and shared
emotional experiences, particularly in group settings (Perry et al., 2023). The concept of
mindfulness plays a crucial role in the cognitive benefits of sacred sounds. Lutz et al. (2008)
proposed that chanting induces a state of mindfulness, associated with improved cognitive
functions such as attention, working memory, and cognitive flexibility. Patel et al. (2023)
investigated the relationship between mindfulness and sacred sound practices, revealing that
regular engagement with sacred sounds significantly enhances mindfulness, leading to
improvements in cognitive functioning and emotional regulation. Vedic chanting specifically
improves memory and sustained attention, highlighting its potential as a cognitive enhancer
(Sreenivasan, 2024; Krishnamurthy, 1994).

Mental Health Implications: Anxiety, Depression, and Well-Being

Sacred sounds have been widely studied for their therapeutic effects in addressing mental health
issues such as anxiety and depression. Saldanha et al. (2017) focused on the mental health benefits
of prayer and mantra chanting, particularly in individuals dealing with anxiety and depression.
Their study demonstrated that participants who regularly engaged in these practices experienced
significant reductions in anxiety and depressive symptoms. This aligns with Singh and Raghunath
(2019), who reported that sacred sound practices contributed to improved emotional well-being,
particularly in reducing symptoms of depression and fostering a sense of inner peace.

Dr. Rakhi M. Shende (2023) underscores the mental health benefits of chanting, particularly using
mantras. Her research highlights how chanting helps calm the mind, reduce stress, and foster
emotional regulation by balancing the nervous system. Chanting promotes feelings of peace,
reduces anxiety, and improves brain function. Shende discusses how chanting enhances self-
connection and overall well-being, emphasizing its therapeutic potential across varying cultural
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traditions. Similar results were obtained in a study highlighting Mahamantra chanting as an
effective stress-relief practice, particularly for healthcare professionals (Sekar et al., 2019). This
intervention enhanced physiological markers, such as parasympathetic activity, and lowered serum
cortisol levels, indicating reduced stress. Its positive influence on cognitive performance, reflected
in faster reaction times, highlights its broader benefits for mental health.

Porges' (1995) research introduced a neurophysiological perspective on sacred sounds, linking
their effects to polyvagal theory. This theory posits that practices like chanting, which incorporate
controlled breathing, can positively influence the vagus nerve, enhancing vagal tone. Improved
vagal tone is associated with better emotional regulation and resilience against stress, suggesting
that sacred sounds promote mental health through neurophysiological mechanisms.

Limitations

While research on the psychological effects of sacred sounds is promising, several limitations must
be considered. Many studies rely on small sample sizes, which can make it difficult to generalise
their findings. Additionally, most of the research is cross-sectional, so it is challenging to
understand the long-term benefits of these practices. To gain a deeper insight into their sustained
impact on mental health, more longitudinal studies are needed. Another consideration is the
reliance on self-report measures, which can be prone to bias. Incorporating objective physiological
measures, such as heart rate variability or cortisol levels, in future research could offer a clearer
and more accurate picture of the benefits. Lastly, the cultural context of much of the existing
research is often rooted in specific religious or spiritual traditions. This focus might limit the
relevance of the findings to more diverse populations. It would be beneficial for future studies to
explore how sacred sounds affect individuals from various cultural and religious backgrounds,
helping to determine if these effects are universally experienced.

Implications for Practice

The findings from this review suggest that sacred sounds could be used as complementary
interventions in clinical settings. For individuals with anxiety, depression, or trauma, sound-based
practices such as chanting, mantra repetition, or prayer could provide an effective means of
emotional regulation and stress management. Incorporating these practices into therapeutic
settings, such as mindfulness-based therapies or cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT), could
enhance treatment outcomes and support emotional well-being. Sacred sounds can also be
incorporated into daily life to promote mental clarity, relaxation, and emotional balance. Simple
practices such as listening to calming chants, repeating mantras, or engaging in prayer can help
individuals manage stress, foster emotional resilience, and maintain a sense of inner peace. These
practices could be particularly beneficial in high-stress environments, such as the workplace or
during times of personal crisis.

Conclusion

In conclusion, sacred sounds, including chants, mantras, and prayers, offer significant
psychological benefits. They promote emotional regulation, reduce stress, and enhance overall
mental well-being. The repetitive nature of these practices helps activate the parasympathetic
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nervous system, leading to relaxation, and they foster a sense of spiritual or emotional connection.
While more research is needed to understand the long-term effects and underlying mechanisms,
the current evidence supports the therapeutic potential of sacred sounds in clinical and everyday
settings.
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