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Abstract: Five years have passed since the COVID-19 global pandemic disrupted Arizona State
University’s 2020 Sound and Wellbeing Humanities Lab. As a response to this mid-Semester
disturbance, students in the lab were assigned to groups to generate sound experiences to promote
healing and minimize stress in ways that might benefit the public. This paper presents key findings
among students’ responses to their classmates’ sound and well-being projects. Key themes and analyses
echo critical aspects of the relevant literature on sound and well-being during the pandemic. They also
offer novel insights into several areas of investigation, as cited by a body of literature on sound and

well-being during the pandemic.
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Introduction

The severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) responsible for the
Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) precipitated a global pandemic responsible for the
deaths of millions of people. The pandemic also induced an unanticipated event involving
Arizona State University’s 2020 Sound and Wellbeing Humanities Lab—an interdisciplinary
collaboration of women and gender studies, music, and library sciences. Due to the pandemic’s
disruption of the course’s intended direction and ultimate pedagogical trajectory, students were
divided into five groups and encouraged to produce projects surrounding sound and well-being
in response to the pandemic’s disturbance of daily life. Specifically, students heeded the charge
of coordinating with their group members and generating sound experiences directed at the
public, which could then promote healing and/or mitigate stress. Once they finished with the
design and implementation of their projects, individual students were required to respond to
other projects disseminated by their classmates.

The orientation of the projects included several guiding concepts posed to students in their
reworked syllabus: (1) sound might be used relative to body and mind and incorporated into
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practices of mindfulness and resilience; (2) different types of sounds might have sundry
therapeutic effects for individuals; (3) nature and its sounds might inspire new understandings
of the environment and promote novel aims to sustain it; (4) sound creates meaning, and
hearing or not hearing might relate to social activism; (5) interdisciplinary reflections on the
human condition coincide with the use of sound; (6) some sounds can have adverse effects and
require increased awareness; and (7) given the unique challenges posed by the pandemic,
thinking about and working with sound might generate new ways of understanding the crisis
as well as practicable solutions. To address these and related concepts, a class of twenty-seven
students ultimately developed, specifically, five distinct projects comprising a vlog, made
available through YouTube.com; two podcast series, both available through Soundcloud.com;
an anti-isolation toolkit, available on the Humanities Lab website; and a social media group,
which is hosted on Facebook.com.

Through a review of the literature and a discussion of the findings made possible by a thematic
analysis approach, this paper examines the findings from the students’ responses to their peers’
group projects, whose orientation to topics of sound and well-being unfolded in the context of
the pandemic in real-time. Specifically, this paper contributes to a broader understanding of
changes to the acoustic environment during the pandemic and its effects on individuals (i.e.,
students), whose lives the pandemic thoroughly disrupted. Furthermore, this paper contributes
to calls for additional research in areas including, but not limited to, the therapeutic effects of
sounds, alterations to people’s sonic environments and soundscapes, and alterations to people’s
perceptions and wellbeing during the pandemic. Relative to additional scholarship in these
areas, this paper demonstrates novel findings based on the phenomenological, lived
experiences of students who weathered the pandemic and developed effective strategies for
adaptation that might benefit the broader public.

Ultimately, students demonstrated that a successful combination of sound and well-being
might reduce stress. Similarly, producing music and singing can be therapeutic and conducive
to well-being. Students noted that their relationships with therapeutic elements like music can
change after learning of its impact on well-being. Though their approaches to well-being may
have differed, students were able to form a community around sound and well-being during
the pandemic. Furthermore, they recognized there were different ways to maximize individual
well-being despite the difficulties of the pandemic.

Literature Review

Sound is largely constitutive of the human environment and the lived experiences of billions
of people globally (Pimentel, 2017). This did not cease to be the case during the COVID-19
global pandemic but instead underscored the significance of sound in societies and individual
lives (Dzhambov et al., 2021). Indeed, the pandemic posed several crises for individuals whose
relationships with sound and the environment were disrupted, reoriented, and redefined in
myriad ways (Qiu & Zhang, 2021). The pandemic changed how people listened, including to
one another, which further encompassed their networks and the virtual nature of network
configurations that have since continued to allow people to stay connected. Manipulations of
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sound before the pandemic also made it possible for some to be better equipped to handle
isolation than others. Nevertheless, a sense of alienation and loneliness would be fundamental
to many experiences during social isolation and lockdown incidents (Ward, 2021). Heeding
the effects of sound on the human person during the pandemic has since been critical to
understanding the wide-ranging effects of the event on people around the world (Wu et al.,
2023). Such is certainly true of students whose learning processes were radically altered
because of the pandemic (Dzhambov et al., 2021).

Comprehensive analyses cite negative and positive impacts relative to changes in people’s
sonic environments (Hasegawa & Lau, 2022). For one, the effects of natural soundscapes on
individuals had some positive effects despite the pandemic’s overall disruption to individual
lives. Due to the healthful dimensions of these soundscapes, the literature surrounding COVID-
19 and sound in people’s lives encourages a sustainable approach to maximize the viability of
natural environments (Qiu & Zhang, 2021). Although natural sounds can help to mollify stress,
studies cite the need to collect additional information and further investigate why particular
sounds might be beneficial during life-altering events (e.g., a pandemic). Such information
even provides insights into how to administer resources during a pandemic. Moreover, it helps
to narrow the gap in research involving individuals and their environment, as well as people,
their health, and their well-being (Qiu et al., 2020).

In response to the pandemic, government and institutional actions heavily impacted societies
and individuals and their respective engagements with sound and environment. Consequently,
official actions would inform people’s lived experiences and perceptions of life on a global
scale (Wu et al., 2023). The built environment, where many individuals would spend much of
their time, was also heavily impacted by lockdowns and other official reactions to the
pandemic. These outcomes effectively coincided with decreased sounds in certain aspects of
cities and neighborhoods while simultaneously emphasizing the experience of certain noises
that people lived with indoors and in heavily populated settings like schools and dwelling
places (Arsenio et al., 2022). Furthermore, changes to the sonic environment corresponded to
people’s overall well-being, and focusing on corporeality remains key to future learning and
knowledge construction in this area (Sasin, 2023).

Considering the pandemic, comprehensive studies that aim to address the effects of music,
specifically on the whole of the body and the human stress response, encourage additional
studies whose focus is more comprehensive and aims to address physiological and emotional
responses (Efurhievwe et al., 2024). Perhaps due to so many unforeseeable changes to people’s
lives, some studies have recognized the need for interventions during the pandemic that include
breathing, music, and other meditative approaches. Such might work to soothe and calm
individuals who seek to reduce their levels of and experiences with stress (Kerrebroeck &
Maes, 2021). Some studies have specifically aimed to address how sounds of nature and music
affect and enhance student perceptions surrounding sound and well-being in academic settings.
They indicate that there are ways of increasing student satisfaction with soundscapes via
interventions aimed at improving school settings (Cal et al., 2025).
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Ultimately, ideal sonic environments have been identified as maximizing one’s exposure to the
sounds of nature and music and freedom from constraints related to unwanted noises. In such
environments, individuals might express themselves more freely and intimately despite a
pandemic event or consequent experiences of isolation (Torresin et al., 2022). Some studies
have investigated “psychosocial distress among healthcare workers,” citing the burnout these
workers face, as well as a decline in the delivery of adequate care to patients. Such studies have
promoted mindfulness interventions to sustain the benefits of practice that nature-based
programs do not deliver. Specifically, they have investigated the combination of sound and
mindfulness to ameliorate stress and “promote psychosocial-spiritual wellbeing” in healthcare
workers during the pandemic (Bagereka et al., 2025, p. 1).

Other studies have focused on the general mental health problems that are common for students
in a university setting, which the pandemic exacerbated on several levels. Promoting student
well-being due to the pandemic's impact on students (e.g., institutional closures, university-
wide restrictions, and a decrease in social activity) would become essential. Students involved
in studies promoting well-being through virtual reality interventions, for example, encouraged
such experiences for other students because they were so helpful (Malighetti et al., 2023).
Interestingly, some studies have found distinct correlations between types of sounds and
increased or decreased levels of anxiety in university students. The pandemic impacted sound
levels because of lockdown measures, which led to overall quieter acoustic environments.
Furthermore, individuals studied reported a positive tolerance for sounds derived from
community, society, voices, and musical instruments (Huang et al., 2025).

Methodology

The qualitative research design consisted of a thematic analysis of students’ peer responses to
end-of-semester group projects on sound and well-being during the pandemic. A study of the
students’ peer reviews of group projects permitted the discovery of overarching groupings and
categories for both peer responses and coincident quotes. This allowed different coding
categories to emerge for further evaluation. Specifically, these categories allowed for
organizing the qualitative data according to scrutable and meaningful units. Then, themes
began to emerge within the categories once peer response quotes were gathered and placed in
their relevant categories. Because the projects were unique to each student group that created
them, and because they varied in modality and delivery, there was no need to hierarchize
themes. However, some categories contained much more information relative to the peer group
responses than others (Riger & Sigurvinsdottir, 2016). Ultimately, there was a review of the
themes based on the data contained within each category. For example, under the code “bees,”
there were several data points coded for healing, sound, the body, pain, and more, with one
theme emerging around the positive perception of the sound of bees buzzing and its connection
to healing and an eagerness to try bee-related therapies in response to the stress partly wrought
by the pandemic.
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Results

Key findings of this study demonstrate an explicit connection between sound and well-being.
Students actively discerned the impacts of sound related to coping with the pandemic. Sound
and human connections are presented as a dual means of overcoming some of the pandemic's
most prominent and negative aspects. Finally, students identified ways of navigating the
isolating experience of the pandemic quarantine, for which sound was a primary conduit.
Sound proved highly connected to affectivity and environmental situatedness.

Table 1 below alphabetizes the categories generated from peer responses to student-group
projects on sound and well-being during the pandemic due to the virus’ disruption to Arizona
State University’s 2020 Sound and Wellbeing Humanities Lab. It offers sample sentences or
phrases that align with the thematic analysis of the students’ peer reviews of the group projects.

Table 1. Alphabetizes the categories generated on sound and well-being during the pandemic

Bees

“...Inever would’ve considered bees as a calming sound, but I was clearly wrong.”

Community

“...there was also a sense of community by hearing from each person...”

Conversation/Dialogue

“I'loved...the way that the group members got to participate in active conversation with
each other on the posts they made.”

Coping

“This group created a 5-day ‘vlog’ to discuss how they were utilizing sound resources
to cope with the COVID-19 quarantine...”

COVID-19/Pandemic

“T appreciate that they created [podcasts] not only for the COVID-19 context but also
just to use in our daily lives.”

Diction/Voice(s)

“His choice of language was beautiful.”

Eagerness “I am eager to try a soundwalk when I’'m up in the woods this weekend.”

Inclusion “The [Facebook] page has a very open, inclusive, and supportive feel to it.”

Isolation “[Sharing] about their day and...what they are struggling with and where they are
seeing progress is very comforting...in the social isolation we are experiencing.”

Meditation “While meditation is not for everyone, soundwalks have a much broader appeal and
ability for implementation...”

Music “The group shared their personal experiences that were related to music. I felt I was
experiencing their life stories at the same time...”

Mutualism “What I really love most about this project is that [it] could be of use to so many people

outside of our course. I could easily send this...to people in my life who are seeking
tools to improve their well-being, and they would inevitably find tools that could help
them.”
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Nature “I enjoyed listening to the sounds of nature captured in the episode.”

Noise “...one of the biggest problems with sound walking can be noise pollution blocking
natural sounds...”

Quarantine “This quarantine has definitely made me feel very up and down recently...”

Situation “I felt like this project was a great way to showcase the struggles inherent in this
pandemic time while also providing interesting and useful information about how to
adapt meditation and music listening practices to your own difficult situation.”

Social Media “I love that this group created a Facebook page as their project. We are more reliant
on social media now than ever to connect with each other, so for that reason, | think
this project is a great depiction of where we are at in current times.”

Sound “...they also showed evidence of their knowledge and research about how sound relates
to the virus.”

Stress “This project was very useful in light of the challenges with social distancing and
heightened stress.”

Trying Times “In this series of podcasts, everyone has taken their own approach to how sound can
help during these trying times and the different kinds of sounds that may help different
students.”

Well-being “These different ways to help well-being were so incredible to see, especially since
everyone’s contribution was so individualized and a different take on well-being.”

Sound

The healing power of bees buzzing presented a novel opportunity for students to heal during
the pandemic. Bee buzz supplied individuals with a meditative medium.

A social space for sound and well-being was key; conversation changed perspectives. Dialogue
on sound and well-being enhances conversation. Continuous dialoguing induced a sense of
being in conversation, notions of support and relatability, and the ability to use techniques to
address negative aspects of isolation and the pandemic.

The importance of sensing community, hearing others’ voices, listening, interacting, and
sensing comfort and connectedness was key. Community meant engaging with others, sharing
resources, entertaining audiences, grieving not being together as a class, and simulation of
spending time with peers.

Students noted beautiful language choices, engaging interview voices, and conversational and
entertaining tones. Diction and voice made for touching experiences for students while listening
to others. Kinds of voices induced states of calmness and relaxation.

Meditation included immersion in sound, a focus on breath and breathing, finding specific times
during the day to meditate, and a focus on surrounding natural sounds. Students encouraged
finding specific methods that worked best for individuals meditating, noting that sound
meditation seemed to have little adverse effects.

Creating music allows some a therapeutic process that is tied to heritage and culture, and
mitigates stress while producing positive outcomes. Making music was conducive to mental
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health, though music might induce negative emotional states. Music soothes and alleviates
stress while affecting emotional states, even ones of healing after loss.

e Musical ties to emotion include specific songs and feelings, and music helps individuals feel as
though they are experiencing another’s life. Music was noted for being life-changing, for its
use in healing emotions, and for its incredible social importance.

e  The expressive creativity in music helps deal with stress and trying emotions. Individuals might
use music to their advantage, permitting catharsis by creating emotions that are difficult to
sustain. The act of singing was praised for its ability to make one feel good, and for quiet
individuals, music might be a language that can be used expressively.

e All music has a source; it can build adrenaline and create new states, even providing focus
during meditation. Recognizing how others interact with music might alter perceptions about
sound and its effects on individuals and societies. The unspoken sounds of music, when
combined with nature, brought a sense of solitude to students.

e Students cited noise as a nuisance, including construction, landscaping, traffic, and other
distracting sounds. Some opted not to ignore noise pollution but imbibe it with different sounds.
Others explored blocking out noise to enact a sense of healing. Noise pollution was cited as
blocking natural sounds and exacerbating feelings of anxiety. Finding sounds that evoke
positive and negative emotions became essential to maintaining positivity.

e Utilizing sound was critical, as was fomenting awareness of sound’s impact on well-being in
conversations about the pandemic. Students felt more knowledgeable given their increased
awareness of the effects of sound. Sound was associated with positive feelings/states, and there
were multiple ways of using sound to destress.

e Some noted the healing power of the sound of the human voice and other relaxing sounds,
which helped them recognize how their relationship to regular sounds had changed since the
pandemic. Students acknowledged the everyday sounds and the impact of sound on health.

o Despite the pandemic, students noted the utility of sound. There was comfort in knowing that
others might be experiencing similar feelings and seeking to make connections.

Wellbeing

e Discovering resources to cope with stress, anxiety, and depression was critical. Students sought
resources for coping, noted the harmful effects on their abilities to cope with the pandemic
experience, and sought to know how others were experiencing the pandemic.

o Dealing with the uncertainty of the pandemic was difficult. The virus was associated with
loneliness and even the deaths of loved ones. New ways of discussing the pandemic in a less
stressful way were key. Students noted enjoying simple pleasures and remaining open to new
experiences during the pandemic.

¢ Inclusion was essential for creating a sense of openness and connection. Students realized that
sharing their group projects with the wider world might create a very open, inclusive, and
supportive feeling. The contents of their group projects were relatable to a broader audience.
This included sharing group projects for the benefit of others. Doing so might close social
distances and allow others to feel connected again.

e Students reported experiencing social isolation but took solace in not being alone in having
mixed emotions. Drawing in new audiences to help others endure the negatives of the pandemic
was important. Students wanted to encourage connection and healing.

e Some enjoyed meditating. A one-size-fits-all approach might not work. Instead, it was essential
to focus on needs, affective states, environments, and changing contexts. Meditation was noted
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as offering peace, relaxation, and contentment. Incorporating nature was meaningful, especially
for meditation during the pandemic.

e Students noted becoming more reliant on social media to stay connected. Social media could
indicate how people were living during the pandemic and create space for discussing sound and
well-being. Some benefited from social media by talking about the pandemic and life under its
constraints.

e Social distancing-related challenges heightened stress levels, yet students found many valuable
tools for coping with this stress. They also accessed various ideas for navigating such a stress-
inducing event.

Discussion

While relevant research discerns the broad effects of sound on personal well-being by focusing
on factors like the definitional, theoretical, and cultural dimensions of ambient sound, their
results stem from performing research across multiple databases (Nazeri & Sabran, 2023). This
paper focuses on a group of students who interacted with each of these factors and more.
Importantly, other studies admit that the therapeutic dimensions of sound and its efficacious
mechanisms are not entirely understood (Saskovets, 2024). They cite a lack of research on
natural sound exposure (NSE) and its effects on health (Zhu et al., 2024). In addition to this
paucity of scholarship, and although the pandemic expressly impacted people’s lives by
altering their acoustic environments, researchers have noted the insufficiency of studies
oriented around soundscapes during the global pandemic (Hasegawa & Lau, 2022).
Notwithstanding the evolution of research on sound or the subsequent effects of the pandemic,
manifold researchers yet aim for a better understanding of changes to the acoustic
environment—changes that likely influenced “human perception, wellbeing, and mental
health” during the pandemic (Wu et al., 2023, p. 1). The students at the heart of this paper
inherently address each of these factors—NSE, health, altered acoustic environments, the
pandemic, etc.—through their group projects and peer reviews of said projects.

During the pandemic, various situations allowed students to meditate and navigate their
struggles through sound. With audible media, the sound of voice and selection of language
mattered greatly to students as they listened to music or podcasts. Such resources were further
significant because they could animate individuals to meditate and explore healing. Meditation
involving sound required contemplative practice and a search for what worked best for each
individual. Furthermore, music and music-making similarly proved an enjoyable and cathartic
experience that could heal while strengthening ties with culture and society. Such is in keeping
with Sasin’s (2023) observation that changes in individuals’ acoustic environments will affect
their well-being, and that by focusing on the corporeal aspects around contemplative or
meditative practices with sound, future knowledge about the impacts of sound on individuals
during the pandemic becomes possible.

For most students, the changes they experienced in their acoustic environments in response to
the pandemic were largely positive. However, for some, noise (e.g., sounds of construction)
was an irritant to be embraced or overcome with music or other natural sounds. Similarly,
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Efurhievwe et al. (2024) acknowledge that studies about people’s interactions with music and
sound in specific settings focus on the body and seek greater knowledge in the areas of
psychological and emotional responses, which the students at the heart of this paper
manifested. Furthermore, studies (e.g., Kerrebroeck & Maes, 2021) have called for
interventions including meditative practices to counteract the changes to people’s lives that
resulted from the pandemic, particularly to reduce stress.

Ultimately, changes in sonic environments have both positive and negative effects for students.
Natural soundscapes and their restorative dimensions proved beneficial. The sounds of nature
proved meditative and healing, and the student responses revealed a positive perception of
natural sounds and their healing effects, even the buzzing of bees. Yet, noise was an
environmental nuisance with multiple sources. Addressing heightened stress levels is
tantamount to reducing and mitigating noise and unwanted sounds in the sonic environment,
which some students shared. It is unclear from the findings of this paper whether the actions
of the state imposed on the students in terms of sound, though other authors have cited the state
as altering people’s lived perceptions during the pandemic (e.g., Wu et al., 2023). Students did,
however, become keener to their overall sonic and acoustic environments, which echoes the
observations of Arsenio et al. (2022) concerning environmental changes during the pandemic.

It is unclear whether students valued the sustainability of the natural environment—which Qiu
and Zhang (2021) argue for in their writing—beyond their enjoyment of natural sounds during
the pandemic. However, students’ reaction to their peer group projects do provide additional
insights into why some sounds may be beneficial during events like the pandemic. This could
shed light on how policymakers and others think about allocating resources during such a life-
disrupting event, as Qiu et al. (2020) indicate.

Per Torresin et al. (2022), acoustic environments can ideally increase the exposure individuals
have to the sounds of nature and music. On the other hand, reducing exposure to unwanted
sounds is important. In environments where the sounds of nature or music are predominant,
people have more latitude in expressing themselves even amid a pandemic and subsequent
isolation. Focusing on the sustainability of the natural environment would prove positive,
mainly because of the effects that natural sounds can have on well-being, as demonstrated by
the students in Arizona State University’s 2020 Sound and Wellbeing Humanities Lab and their
group projects and peer responses.

Creating a community around sound and well-being was no small feat for students engaged in
group projects. Yet, fostering community through inclusivity and interactivity was highly
important. Sound and related resources inspired greater instances of sharing, fomenting still
greater inclusion, and students prized inclusion, community-building, and collaboration. Social
media expanded their access to the outside world, and extending their novel anti-isolation
practices beyond the classroom was perceived as likely beneficial to others. The pandemic
reshaped their lives in several ways, including their relationships with sound (see Qiu & Zhang,
2021). Students thus likely extrapolated that their experiences and peer projects could benefit
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people elsewhere in the world, given the significance of sound in both societal and individual
contexts (Dzhambov et al., 2021).

Students were able to stay connected not only through their group projects but also through the
various media (e.g., podcasts, vlogs, Facebook); despite this, there were senses of alienation
and isolation present during the pandemic. Such is par for the course with lockdown measures
taken by various governments during a time of human health crisis, as noted by Ward (2021).
The projects the students developed may equip some to better handle the isolating experience
of the pandemic than others; hence, some expressed opinions that the group projects they
manifested might benefit the public more broadly. This is in keeping with the work of Wu et
al. (2023), who note that the effects of sound on people during the pandemic have been and
continue to be paramount to understanding the sweeping impacts that the pandemic has had on
people worldwide. Moreover, student experiences with the pandemic have much to offer in
filling gaps in the continuing literature on sound and well-being and the pandemic precisely
because their learning processes were so fundamentally altered (see Dzhambov et al., 2021).

The student group considered in this paper reported outcomes similar to the findings of the
study performed by Bagereka et al. (2025). For example, students noted that integrating sound,
nature, and mindfulness practices produced an upswell in overall well-being and a decline in
stress. Though the student considered in this paper did not undergo a virtual reality intervention
with a focus on enhancing well-being (e.g., Malighetti et al., 2023), they did experience
interruptions and they did work virtually and digitally to address the problems precipitated by
the pandemic. Furthermore, they found that interventions focusing on enhancing well-being
might benefit other students and the broader public.

Limitations

Several studies have heretofore examined the sonic environment and changes consequent to
the global pandemic, but they have not applied speculative sound. This is a limitation of this
study as well. Heeding sound and noise where social asymmetries unfold can generate new
knowledge, including in the face of a global pandemic. This is the work of speculative sound,
an analytical approach that precipitates investigations and research probes into whether and
how sound and deleterious events like a pandemic-inducing virus coincide in people,
processes, and places (Pimentel, 2021).

Conclusion

The global pandemic disrupted Arizona State University’s 2020 Sound and Wellbeing
Humanities Lab—an interdisciplinary collaboration of women and gender studies, music, and
library sciences. In response to this disruption, students joined distinct groups to address sound
and well-being in a proactive response to the pandemic. Their real-time experiences and
individual responses to their peers’ group projects illuminate many of the salient features of
the literature surrounding the pandemic, its effects on people globally, and radical changes to
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the sonic environment. Student experiences and evaluations extend to a broad range of topics
on sound and subsequent modifications to societies and individual lives during the pandemic.

Peer responses to the student group projects considered in this study highlight the importance
of sound in everyday life. Indeed, the pandemic altered students’ relationships with sound in
many ways. Digital configurations and media such as vlogs, podcasts, and social media allowed
students to stay in contact and avoid total isolation. Furthermore, the effects of sound on
individuals during the pandemic matter for understanding the full extent of the impact of the
pandemic on people. This remains true for the students who participated in the Arizona State
University 2020 Sound and Wellbeing Humanities Lab.
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