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CALLING THE TUNE IN 
MALADAPTIVE DAYDREAMING

Is this the real life? Is this

just fantasy? That’s right,

Maladaptive daydreaming

refers to the phenomenon

when imagination feels like

reality. Usually,

daydreaming is a common,

pleasant experience that

happens when someone’s

thoughts drift away to a

positive scenario. It’s when

daydreaming becomes the

preferred way of life that it

becomes a problem. When

a person experiences

maladaptive daydreaming

(MD), they engage in

“prolonged, immersive

daydreams that

significantly interfere with

their daily lives”.
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These daydreams are often

accompanied by strong

emotional responses and can be

so absorbing that they disrupt

normal functioning.

And this study sought to explore

the role of music in MD, given that

many people who experience this

condition report engaging in vivid

and complex fantasies often

accompanied by specific music. It

is a distinct clinical phenomenon

characterized by an addictive-

compulsive engagement in vivid

imaginative experiences involving

intricate scenarios, often

accompanied by stereotypical

movements while listening to

emotionally evocative music. 

The study involved 41 participants

who were interviewed to gain

insights into their experiences. A

qualitative thematic analysis was

used to capture and represent

the participants’ voices

authentically, giving them  a

central role in shaping the study’s

outcomes and the development  

of related theories.

The results obtained from in-

depth interviews with individuals

experiencing elevated levels of

MD indicated that listening to

specific music is critical in

enabling, shaping, and modifying

the fantasy experiences

associated with MD. Participants

often reported that listening to

certain types of music was

essential in triggering these

daydreams. The emotional tone of

the music, whether happy or sad,

influenced the vividness and

emotional quality of the

daydreams. 

For example, heroic-sounding

music produced more positive,

exciting, constructive, and

motivating thoughts, whereas

sad-sounding music evoked more

calm or demotivating thoughts.

The study also highlighted the

unique qualities of music 
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that contribute to its powerful

impact on daydreaming. Elements

such as resonance, timbre,

rhythm, and pitch can make

music deeply  engaging.

Resonance is the quality of sound

that adds richness, timbre is the

unique tone color or quality of a

sound, rhythm is the pattern of

beats or timing in music, and pitch

is the highness or lowness of a

sound. The combination of these

features can draw listeners

deeply into the music, enhancing

the emotional and sensory

impact, and potentially

supporting a powerful state of

mental immersion.

The clinical implications of these

findings suggest that since music

can act as both a trigger and a

maintaining factor for MD, future

research should investigate how

manipulating music stimuli

affects MD and whether

incorporating techniques like

Stimulus Control Therapy could

be effective in managing 

this condition. It should explore  

whether controlling exposure to

music might help manage or

alleviate symptoms. 

Additionally, the study noted a

lack of data on the prevalence of

music listening during MD

episodes, indicating a need for

future research with standardized

musical stimulations and real-

time experience sampling. In

conclusion, the study found that

music might significantly

influence MD by distancing

individuals from external reality,

triggering complex visual

storylines, deepening altered

states of consciousness, and

intensifying the vividness of

daydreamed plots through

emotional responses. Music plays

an instrumental role in these

effects.
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