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“Music is the thing known in the present life which most strongly suggests ecstasy  
and infinity…” 

 
C. S Lewis (1971, p119) 
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Abstract 
 

This dissertation explores how the impact of secular music in young people’s lives affects their 

spirituality. The definition of spirituality referred to is that of James (1902/1961, as cited by 

Zinnbauer et al, 1997) who defined it as the way the people feel, act toward and experience their 

idea of a divinity. While there has already been some academic research into the way music impacts 

the emotional development of young people and some research into the impact of spiritual or 

religious music on spirituality, there has not been much formal research into the impact that music 

has on the spirituality of young people.  

 

Therefore, the aim of this study was to explore the impact that secular music had, specifically on 

young people who had an established relationship with a Church. Research was gathered applying a 

mixed-method approach with 20 questionnaires and 4 interviews being from young people across 

two different churches. The data was then analysed using a thematic analysis approach.  

 

The findings of this research pointed to three main themes which highlighted how secular music 

impacted the spirituality of young people through: Secular music reminding young people of God’s 

attributes, Secular music increasing young people’s gratitude towards God and Secular music 

challenging young people’s faith. However, the most significant finding is the relationship and 

intermingling between the three themes and the understanding that the themes cannot be viewed 

in total isolation and that each theme directly impacts the others. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

The goings on in the lives of young people remains a source of intrigue within contemporary society 

(Heath et al, 2009). In fact, due to the liminal status of adolescence, the role of the youth worker is 

multifaceted and complex. Fleming (2018) argues that the teen years are indeed a time of identity 

crisis and for this reason, the National Youth Agency (2013) advocates that the role of the youth 

worker must revolve around the whole young person, focussing on “delivering improvements in 

their spiritual, moral, social and cultural development” (p.4) in order to support them fully. 

 

1.1 The significance of studying the spirituality of young people 

Within this, Nash and Palmer (2011) argue the development of young people’s spirituality is of 

particular importance as they argue the spiritual development of the young person to be crucial in 

their development of identify and in realising their capabilities in life. As such, they suggest that 

youth workers should focus on ways in which they can empower young people to develop spiritually. 

This suggestion is supported by research within schools, with Ofsted (2004) arguing young people 

who develop a perception of their own spirituality to be more likely to show respect for themselves, 



 9 

for others and exhibit empathy towards others’ emotions and beliefs. In fact, spirituality has not only 

been linked to the display of desirable behaviours, but further with general happiness (Holder et al, 

2010). It is arguable therefore, that any methods through which the spirituality of young people can 

be promoted should be endorsed within youth work practice. 

 

1.2 The significance of studying secular music 

However, while many “religious subcultures adopt popular cultural artefacts and modes of narration 

as means of reinforcing identity and communicating religious traditions across generations” (Kärjä 

and Sjöborg , 2017 p.2), it is important to outline that even for the majority of young people who 

identify as Christians, religious music is not the predominant style of music that is listened to. In fact, 

Bennet (2000) suggests secular music, which can be defined as music which is commercially popular 

(Laughey, 2006), acts as the primary leisure activity of many young people. He suggests this to be 

not only due to its presence as a media form in its own right but also due to its presence in other 

areas of popular culture young people are exposed to. Moreover, Schmudlach (2015) suggests 

exposure to secular music plays a significant role in determining the lens through which young 

people see the world around them as it “offers a way through which life can be navigated” 

(Grossberg, as cited by Bennett, 2000, p.40). This being said, despite the influence of secular music 

on young people within current culture, little research exists in relation to the potential impact of 

secular music to the spirituality of young people within church contexts. It is possible that research 

within this area would be significant for the way in which youth workers relate to and employ the 

use of music in their practice. 

 

1.3 Research aims and questions  

Taking these factors into account, it is possible that there may be real benefit in exploring the ways 

in which listening to secular music influences the spirituality of young people, specifically within a 

church context. In order to do this however, it is key that the concept of spirituality is defined 

clearly, as research has shown it to be “an obscure construct in need of empirical grounding” 

(Zinnbauer et al, 1997, p549). While broad definitions of spirituality exist which argue spirituality to 

be the subjective way in which we make sense of the world (Erriker,1996, as cited by Nye, 1998), 

these offer a broad view of the concept which is arguably hard to research. Instead, James 

(1902/1961 as cited by Zinnbauer et al, 1997) suggests that spirituality can be defined as "the 

feelings, acts, and experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend 

themselves to stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine" (p.550). For the purpose 

of this study, this definition of spirituality will be used. 
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With this in mind, the aim of this research study is to explore the ways in which the secular music 

impacts the spirituality of young people. In doing this, it will employ three main research questions: 

 

1. In what ways, if any, does secular music impact the way young people feel about God? 

2. In what ways, if any, does secular music impact the way young people act towards God? 

3. In what ways, if any, does secular music impact the way young people experience God? 

 

 

1.4 Outline of the study 

The study will be structured as follows: 

 

Chapter two, the literature review, explores literature around young people’s spirituality and the 

affects music has on young people’s development. It also unpacks literature around the significance 

of spirituality in young people. 

 

Chapter three looks at the research design used for this study. It sets out why a qualitative approach 

was employed and how this is outworked within the study.  

 

Chapter four sets out the key findings of this study by setting out the themes and subthemes that 

were found in line with the research questions.  

 

Chapter five discusses the importance of the uncovered findings from the study, in relation to the 

outlined literature. It also explores the theological and practical implications for how these findings 

impact youth work practice. 

 

Chapter six outlines the key findings of the study. It explains the limitations from the study and 

explores recommendations for the next steps in future research. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

 

2.1 Introduction to literature  

Within current studies there has been a lot of research into the effects of music on young people's 

development due to the popularity of popular music in current UK youth culture and the 

implications of its use on well-being and behaviour. While a large body of research exists in this area, 

this literature review will seek to unpack key themes that have already been explored which include 

the impact of music on young people’s personal and emotional development. After this, due to the 

focus of this research study on the impact of music on young people’s spirituality, it will then explore 

the importance of spiritual development, in order to develop a clear understanding of why spiritual 

development is crucial in understanding and working with young people. It will finally assess prior 

research around the impact of spiritual music on young people’s spirituality in order to assess the 

importance of this study’s aim to understand the influence of secular music on young people’s 

spirituality. 

 

2.21 Music and self confidence  

The benefit of listening to music for young people in particular is an area which has been widely 

researched within recent years. Emphasis around the significance of music in the lives of young 

people has frequently focused on the influence music has on young people’s social and emotional 

development and a strong correlation has been found to exist between young people’s exposure to 

music and their development of positive self-esteem (Hallam et al, 2010). Evidence has 

demonstrated involvement in the creation of music to increase young people’s self-image, self-

awareness and support young people in developing positive attitudes and behaviours (Whitwell, 

1977 as cited by Hallam et al, 2010). Moreover, findings suggest young people who engage in 

creative musical processes such as learning instruments, to have a higher self-esteem than their 

peers who have no musical experience and Costa-Giormi (1999) notes children of low economic 

status who engaged in piano lessons for three years to have reported significantly higher levels of 

self-esteem than a control group who had no access to music instruction at all. She outlined this to 

be regardless of family background, employment or even the child’s gender.  

 

Bailey and Davidson (2005) offer convincing reasons for this as they suggest that taking part in 

musical activity is able to grow a sense of community and so is able to make people build up self- 

confidence in a group setting. This was also found by Sward (1989, as cited by Hallam et al, 2010) 

who found that as well as communal singing building up self-esteem, those involved in musical 
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group activities were better able to support each other, maintain better commitment and work 

more collaboratively as a team. It is important to note that while the above research studies have 

focussed on research within countries outside of the UK, similar findings have also been recorded in 

the UK  and Welch Sarazin et al (2014) found that in a sample of 11258 children from across various 

backgrounds, in settings where children “acquired singing competence through participation in a 

group where learning was collaborative, satisfying, and significant” (p.803) feelings of social 

inclusion and self-esteem were highlighted.  

 

2.22 Music and Emotional Wellbeing 

Moreover while research shows that inclusion in the musical process itself influences social and 

emotional development, evidence has also shown simply listening to music influences the emotional 

wellbeing of young people. Saarikallio & Erkkilä 2007 found that listening to music offered 

adolescents strong emotional experiences and entertainment and served as a resource for personal 

renewal and recovery, arguing this to be due to the fact that listening to music served as a means of 

“lifting up spirits through enjoyable activity” (p.104). Moreover, Rudd (1997 as cited by Saarikallio & 

Erkkilä, 2007) suggests this positive link between music listening and positive emotional wellbeing to 

be linked to the fact that the first musical memories of many young people will include feelings of 

‘being held’ by parents and being in a safe relationship. While Rudd’s (1997) suggestion fails to 

account for those that do not experience this form of parenting, it is interesting to note that further 

explanations for the positive role of music on emotional wellbeing are linked to young people’s 

positive relationships. Schwartz and Fouts (2003, as cited by Saarikallio & Erkkilä 2007) suggest that 

listening to music provides validation for the emotions of adolescents by assuring them that they are 

not emotionally alone, and that their feelings are real. They argue that listening to music enables 

young people to relate to one another and thus that listening to music allows them to feel a greater 

sense of emotional connectedness to those beyond themselves.   

 

 

2.3 Young people and spirituality 

It is not simply music however, that plays a significant role in the lives of young people. Research in 

this area has shown spirituality to be important amongst young people for a variety of different 

reasons with Reutter and Bigatti (2014) concluding that for many young people “the relationship 

between spirituality and psychological health [is] stronger than the relationship between religiosity 

and psychological health” (p.7). In fact, Englebretson (1999 as cited by Webber 2002) found that in a 

class of 30, while only 4 out of the 30 had positive experiences of religion, 28 of the class said that 
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spirituality was extremely important in their lives, showing spirituality is key to those from faith 

backgrounds and non-faith backgrounds. Furthermore, OFSTED (2004) found that when young 

people were given the space to develop spiritually, they were more likely “develop their own set of 

values by which to live, show respect for themselves as well as others, show empathy and stand up 

for what they believe” (p.13).  

 

More specifically, research from Ruddock and Cameron (2010) has shown the importance of positive 

spirituality to come from its ability to act as a coping mechanism for young people by giving them 

the feeling that they are part of something much bigger than themselves and so giving them the 

permission to ‘hope’. This idea of spirituality as a coping mechanism is also supported by Yodchai et 

al (2017) who when working with people with kidney disease, found that those with a stronger 

spirituality were better able to cope with their conditions and accept their illnesses. The idea of 

spirituality helping in particular hard times including illnesses is also seen in those suffering with 

mental health issues. Van Dyke et al (2009) when working with urban adolescents struggling with 

psychological distress and mental health issues, found that “religion and coping converged to 

promote resilience, healing, and well-being in day to-day living and in facing stressful events.” 

(p.370).  

 

2.4 Young people, music and spirituality 

Despite evidence outlining the significance of spirituality and music in young people’s lives, when 

researching in this area, I found only one article studying links between the two which explored the 

way in which music affects the spiritual journey of young adults in Finland (Murtonen, 2018). The 

study identified ‘spiritual music’, which it clarified as any music ‘that the young adults experienced 

having supported their spirituality’ (Murtonen, 2018, p.214), to affect the spiritual development of 

the young adults studied in three ways. Firstly, through influencing the construction of young 

people’s world view, strengthening of one’s faith and spiritual experiences. Secondly, through 

supporting young people’s personal functions, through acting as a mental resource or as a source of 

entertainment to gain positive emotions and thirdly, as a function in which to find social meaning 

which involves finding spiritual togetherness and community. Despite the strengths of Murtonen’s 

(2018) study it is important to highlight that as she only studied young people in Finland and 

therefore, findings cannot necessarily be transferred and used everywhere.  Another drawback is 

that she only explored the impact of spiritual music on young people’s lives which misses out a large 

amount of music that young people listen to. As already acknowledged, secular music plays a key 

role in the way that young people see and explore the world around them (Schmudlach 2015) and it 
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is therefore crucial that the way in which secular music impacts young people’s spirituality is 

unpacked.  
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Chapter Three:  Research Design 

 

3.1 The nature of research 

MacNaughton et al (2001) argue that "each of us always and inevitably frames the world in the 

process of seeing it." (p.32). Indeed, the way in which we view the world around us influences our 

interpretation of it, and this is no clearer than within research. It is key therefore, to discuss the 

epistemological lens through which research is being conducted as this individual paradigm of 

knowledge will influence the direction that a study will take (Guba and Lincoln, 2005 as cited by 

Ulum, 2016) and “carry implications for the ways in which methods can, if at all, be legitimised” 

(Heath et al, 2009, p. 17).One epistemological paradigm, interpretivism, “emphasises the subjective 

meaning of social action, therefore giving priority to seeing the world through the eyes of those who 

are being researched” (Heath et al, 2009, p. 17). Interpretivist research, for this reason, places value 

on "gaining an empathic understanding of an individual’s feelings […] with the goal to gaining 

greater understanding of the individual’s behaviour [rather than] isolating and objectively measuring 

variables or on developing generalizations" (Pulla and Carter, 2018, p.11). Indeed, the interpretivist 

view “invites the researcher to discover the feelings and meaning of a participant” (Pulla and Carter, 

2018, p.10), giving real value on the individuality of each person within a study. This idea of seeing 

the uniqueness of a person is something that can be seen in the Bible, where there are many 

examples of a personal God meeting with his people individually. Taking this into account, it can be 

implied that to best understand and relate to people in our research we cannot view all people in a 

one size fits all model but be willing to understand each person in created as a unique individual.  

 

Due to the emphasis interpretivist approaches take in starting “with individuals and setting out to 

understand their interpretations of the world around them" (Cohen et al, 2007, p.20) interpretivist 

research often relies on the use of qualitative research methods as these "assume that the answer 

to any single research question or objective lies within a host of related questions or issues ", (Roller 

and Lavrakas, 2015, p.1). Qualitative research places priority on the individuals within the study, 

understanding the importance of how “context and relationships play in forming thoughts and 

behaviours” (Roller and Lavrakas, 2015, p.1). Due to the aims of this study to gain non limited 

understanding into the role of secular music on the development of young people’s spirituality, 

qualitative research approaches have been used. 
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3.2 Research setting and sampling 

3.2.1 Setting 

When undertaking this research project, young people from two different church settings were 

chosen. Both churches were chosen due to personal connections due to the assumption that when 

undertaking research, those “with insider positioning have a more complete and less distorted 

knowledge of the social world in which they are researching” (Heath et al, 2009, p.40). Located in 

Nottingham, the churches chosen varied in size and background.  The first church was a large city 

centre, charismatic church with a youth group of around 30.  The majority of the young people 

within the church originated from white middle-class backgrounds.  For the sake of anonymity, 

within this study, this church has been referred to as Nottingham City Church (NCC). The second 

setting was a small Anglican church located in a small suburb of Nottingham. Due to a variety of 

different youth outreach projects, despite having a smaller congregation size, the church had around 

25-30 young people linked with it. Within this setting, the young people originated from 

predominantly from white working-class backgrounds. For the sake of anonymity, within this study, 

this Church has been referred to as St Peter’s Church.  

 

3.2.2 Participants 

Due to the size of the study carried out, I chose to use purposive sampling within my selection of 

candidates as this allowed for the selection of specific individuals based on certain criteria (Cohen et 

al, 2007). Taking this into account, the study sample consisted of 19 young people, aged between 13 

and 18 years old, each of whom classified themselves as having a Christian faith. Of this sample, 6 

participants were female and 13 were male. The distribution of participants across both settings was 

fairly equal, with 10 participants coming from St Peter’s Church and 9 from NCC. The reason for this 

equal distribution stemmed from the notion that the voice of participants from both church settings 

would be equally valid and yet varied. Indeed, Harden et al (2000, as cited by Heath et al, 2009) 

suggest researching an equal amount of young people from variety of settings to be advisable, 

through their argument that “young people are by no means a homogeneous group” (p.70).  

 

3.2.3 Voice of the child 

The reasons behind this study’s choice to work directly with young people was based on the The 

United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child (1989), which states that children and young 

people should have the right for their voice to be heard in matters that directly impact them. In fact, 

research has demonstrated the value of asking young people about specific issues in their lives to 

give authentic insight into the reality of being a young person and influence how work with young 
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people may be best conducted (O'Reilly et al, 2013). While it is has been argued that using adult 

researchers when researching young people can affect the process and outcomes of research (Lewis 

and Porter, 2004), it is important that young people are given opportunities to act as “social agents, 

cultural producers and experts of their own lives” (Schäfer & Yarwood, 2008 p.122) and although 

power imbalances may affect the outcomes of research with young people, they do not take away 

from its significance. There are many other research within research where power imbalances can 

arise, despite the age of participants (Van Der Riet and Boettiger, 2009). With this in mind, in the 

conducting of this study, young participants were seen as “active partners in the process of research 

itself” (p.71) who were “‘the best resource’ for understanding youth.” (Schäfer, N & Yarwood, R 

2008 p.122).  

 

3.3 Data collection and analysis 

Taking this into account within this research project, I sought to gain deep insight into the ways in 

which young people perceive secular music influences their spirituality. For this reason, a multi 

method approach to research was chosen. This decision was based on the idea that the triangulation 

of research can increase the validity of research (Meetoo and Temple, 2003) by enabling researchers 

to find patterns within their research which they are able to combine to give an overall 

interpretation of findings (Fitzpatrick and Boulton, 1994 as cited by Meetoo and Temple, 2003).With 

this in mind, this research study chose to gain a wider picture of the impact of secular music on  

young people’s spirituality by using open ended questionnaires and from these, conducted a limited 

amount of interviews to gain a more in depth view on the personal impact of secular music on young 

people’s spirituality. 

 

3.3.1  Questionnaires 
When beginning this study, a pilot questionnaire was used as Dahlberg and McCaig (2010) suggest 

that piloting “can help ensure that questions are worded correctly and that respondents navigate 

round the questionnaire correctly.” (p.181) as well as enabling researchers to see if the subjects are 

able to interpret the questions in the same way as each other. When conducting my pilot, I 

discovered that some more open-ended questions within the questionnaire were too broad and 

therefore were difficult to answer.  In response to this, when designing my second questionnaire, I 

made the questions more direct. This enabled the young people to truly understand what was being 

asked of them. I also made sure that my questionnaire was well designed and easy to follow with 

questions having a logical flow as research has suggested that having a questionnaire which “is clear, 

well laid out, logical in flow from one question to the next […] will increase response rates and 

improve quality of response” (De Leeuw and Borgers, 2004, p.180). 
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A majority of the questions asked in the questionnaire were open-ended. This approach was 

selected despite the suggestion that using such questions “ carries problems of data handling” 

(Cohen et al 2007) due to their wide scope and the potential for difficulty when summarising the 

data, as further research has shown open ended questions to give individuals the opportunity to 

answer spontaneously without the bias can easily come from close-ended questions (Reja et al, 

2003, p.161). Moreover, as evidence has suggested that the use of open-ended questions can lead 

to individuals not responding to questions at all due to an overload of information (Reja et al, 2003), 

the questions asked were kept to a minimum and were designed directly in line with the research 

questions outlined within this study’s rationale.  Taking this into account, when administering the 

questionnaires, it was easy for the young people completing them to do so relatively quickly. 

Examples of the questionnaires given to the young people can be found in Appendix One. 

 

3.3.2  Interviews 
The second method of data collection used within this research study involved selecting certain 

young people who had completed the questionnaire and interviewing them based on their 

responses. Once I had gathered the questionnaires I used this information in order to select various 

candidates to interview within the study. The choice to administer the research in this order was 

based on the idea that “interviews can be used to cast further explanatory insight into survey data” 

(Cohen et al, 2007, p.506) which enables the researcher to not only dig in deeper to answers given in 

the questionnaire but also to hear the answers clarified in the young people’s own words. 

 

Interviews as a method of data collection have been shown to "allow research participants to tell 

stories on their own terms and in their own words" (Heath et al, 2009, p.80). This enabling and 

empowerment of allowing people to use their own words helps the researcher to see the world 

from perspectives of the participants and to gain a deeper understanding into how they see and 

interpret their personal experiences (Cohen et al, 2007, p.506).  While interviews have the potential 

to cause power dynamics as the interviewer can take over the interview (Roller and Lavrakas, 2015), 

the use of semi-structured interviews allows for flexibility (Roller and Lavrakas, 2015), therefore 

taking the emphasis from the researcher and onto the participant. For this reason, semi-structured 

interviews were chosen to allow the young people to have more ownership over the information 

they were sharing.  During the interviews, plenty of time was given for responses as evidence has 

shown that  “in early adolescence (12-16) memory capacity is full grown, but memory speed is not. 

Even in this older age group, ample time for answering questions should be allowed.” (De Leeuw and 

Borgers, 2004, p.414). A sample of the interview questions used can be found in Appendix Two. 
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3. 3. 3 Data analysis 

In order to understand the ways in which secular music can influence the spirituality of young 

people, the data collected from the questionnaires and interviews was analysed in line with the 

themes that arose. Nowell et al (2017) suggest that this form of data analysis acts as a “useful 

method for examining the perspectives of different research participants, highlighting similarities 

and differences, and generating unanticipated insights” (p.2) As such, within this study 

questionnaires were analysed and coded in line with findings which were seen to be reoccurring 

within the data. Interviews were listened to, partially transcribed and coded in the same way. As a 

result, several key themes arose and sub themes within these. Examples of the data analysis used 

can be found in Appendix Three. 

 

3.4 Ethical considerations 

Due to the nature of this research study and its focus on the influence of secular music on the 

spirituality of young people, specific ethical considerations were taken into account as while young 

people should be seen as active social agents, (Dahlberg and McCraig, 2010, p.122), they remain “a 

relatively powerless group within a research process” (Heath et al, 2009, p.5). For this reason, when 

undertaking this study, full consent was sought from the young people involved, as it was considered 

that young people are at an age where they could do so in an informed manner. Due to the fact that 

the majority of the young people within the study were minors, signed consent was also gained from 

the young people’s parents or guardians as well, as “although [gaining a] child’s assent is advisable, 

the power to consent, in law, is that of his/her parents or legal guardian” (UCL Research Ethics 

Committee, no date, p.2). The consent forms and information sheets used for this study can be 

found in Appendix Four. Within the study, all the participants and the settings have been referred to 

using pseudonyms as is outlined in the Data Protection Act (Great Britain, 2018) and all data stored 

on computers, including audio and written files has been kept under password protection. The 

ethical considerations form used for this study can be found in Appendix Five.  
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Chapter Four: Findings and Analysis 

 
Within this chapter I will begin to answer the research questions posed in Chapter 1.3 of this study, 

exploring the ways in which the secular music that young people listen to influences their 

spirituality.  To do this, I will refer to the research questions outlined in the study, studying young 

people’s responses against the definition of spirituality which has been outlined as: "the feeling, 

acts, and experiences of individual men in their solitude, so far as they apprehend themselves to 

stand in relation to whatever they may consider the divine" (James, 1902/1961 as cited by Zinnbauer 

et al, 1997, p.550) I will do this by presenting findings which I have gathered, combining the themes 

that have arisen from data collected from across multiple sources and participants, including 20 

questionnaires and 4 interviews. This will help me to gain an overview of the overriding impact of 

secular music on young people’s spirituality through an interpretivist epistemological lens.  

 

4.1 Themes 

The thematic analysis of the data I have collected identifies three main themes in which secular 

music influences the spirituality of young people. These themes have been set out in the table 

below, along with the three sub-themes which emerged out of these main themes.  

 

Table One: Summary of themes 

Themes Subthemes 

Secular music reminding young people of God’s 

attributes 

Reminding young people of God’s love 

Reminding young people of God’s power 

Secular music increasing young people’s 

gratitude towards God 

Gratitude for music itself 

Gratitude for salvation 

Secular music challenging young people’s faith Challenge to change behaviours 

Questioning God and His goodness  

 

 

4:2 Secular music reminding young people of God’s attributes 

The first theme that I was able to identify was that of secular music serving as a reminder to young 

people of God’s distinct attributes. This appeared to influence young people’s spirituality through 

causing them to experience a deeper level of intimacy towards God. The main two characteristics of 

God which were outlined by the young people were that of God’s love and God’s power. These have 

therefore been highlighted as subthemes. 
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4.2.1 Reminding young people of God’s love 

The influence of secular music on the spirituality of many of the young people in the study, analysis 

found, was linked to the idea that listening to secular music gave them a greater understanding of 

God’s love towards them which in turn influenced both their experience, actions and feelings 

towards God. This idea of secular music enabling the young people to acknowledge God’s love was 

found in both the questionnaires and the interviews. Many participants noted that listening to lyrics 

about love within secular music reminded them of the love of God, and what he had done in their 

lives. This then caused them to experience feelings of love from God and therefore, a greater sense 

of intimacy with him. Participant 10 offers a good example of this. When asked how secular music 

affected the way he experienced God, he explained that through the music he was reminded that 

God is “giving, loving and benevolent” and suggested that this in turn increased the intimacy that he 

experienced with God. Interestingly, this consequence of listening to secular music was also 

highlighted within interviews. Table Two below demonstrates this well, referring to Ronald’s 

response when asked about how the theme of love influences how he feel about God. 

 

Table Two – Secular music reminding young people of God’s love (RONALD: 06:58 – 07:20) 

 [Following discussion about the song John Bellion – Stupid deep.] 

Researcher How do the themes of this song affect the way you feel about God? 

Ronald 
I think, when you head songs about love [SIC] you learn to love God, it reminds you 

of God’s love and you do love God and it brings you closer to Him. 

  

As well as the young people being able to experience God’s love through the music, in some cases 

listening to secular music also influenced how they felt towards God, as they suggested experiencing 

God’s love caused them to feel love themselves towards God. For example, when asked about how 

secular music affected the way she felt about God, Participant 5 explained that listening to secular 

music which reminded her of God enabled her to “love God and feel God’s love more” showing that 

listening to secular music young not only influences experience of God but also their feelings 

towards Him. Moreover, findings suggest that through causing many of the young people to 

experience God’s love and to love him in return, they were more likely to act differently towards 

God by spending more time with God, praying more and even wanting to show his love to others in 

the community. 
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4.2.2 Reminding young people of God’s power 

As well as finding that secular music influenced young people’s spirituality by reminding them of 

God’s love, findings also showed listening to remind young people of God’s power in their lives and 

that this again, developed for many a deeper sense of intimacy in their relationships with God. In 

relation to research questions one and three, when asked how Christian themes in secular music 

affected the way they experienced God, a number of participants acknowledged that the content of 

secular music served as a reminder of the lives that they would have led without God’s saving power 

in their lives. They suggested that through reminding them of His power in this way, they were 

drawn into a deeper sense of intimacy with Him. Participant 4 stated specifically that listening to 

secular music “brings me closer to God as it shows me how powerful He is.” This demonstrates how 

acknowledgement of God’s power caused by secular music has the ability to draw people into a 

closer relationship with God and strengthen their faith. Moreover, Participant 3 suggested that being 

reminded of this power not only caused him to experience God more closely, but by doing so 

increased his feelings of hope towards God, as he outlined this theme within secular songs reminded 

him “someone is there to save him”. 

 

Through reminding the participants of God’s power, listening to secular music did not simply impact 

their feelings towards God and experiences of him but also impacted how they acted towards him. 

Many of the young people who recognised secular music as a prompt in this way also commented 

that the music they listened to made them want to draw closer to God, because of His power that 

had saved them. When asked about this in his questionnaire, Participant 8 acknowledged that being 

reminded of God’s power made him act more reverently towards God, in recognition of His power, 

and this in turn encouraged him to draw closer to God in his prayer time. Moreover, this 

acknowledgement of God’s power through listening to secular music was also able to help young 

people to act more confidently in their lives, due to the fact that they recognised God’s power. This, 

they suggested, enabled them to achieve more. Participant 13 spoke about how he was able to act 

more confidently and push himself to achieve more because he knew he had a powerful God who is 

with him at all times. 

 

 

4.3 Secular music increasing young people’s gratitude towards God 

Another key them that arose from the study was that secular music was able to increase a sense of 

gratitude towards God for many of the young listeners. This was outworked in two separate 

subthemes, the first of which was gratitude to God for music itself and the enjoyment that it brings, 
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while the second was a sense of gratitude to God for the hope that He has given them and for what 

He has done for them in their lives.  

 

4.3.1 Gratitude for music itself 

Within the questionnaire and interview responses, young people suggested that listening to secular 

music influenced their spirituality by causing them to feel a deep sense of gratitude towards God for 

music itself and for the positive impact that this has on their lives.  In relation to question one of the 

study specifically, when Participant 7 was asked about how secular music made her feel about God, 

she responded that it made her “feel thankful to God for all the great music.” This idea of being 

grateful for the positive feelings that are experienced when listening to music was also found by 

Participant 8 who commented that he felt thankful to God when listening to secular music as he was 

able to “experience all positive emotions that listening to music has.” This idea was not only drawn 

from questionnaires however, but repeated within participant interviews. The following abstract is 

from an interview with Eve which shows that she clearly feels a deep gratitude for the music that 

she listens to and how this has a positive influence on her life. 

 

Table Three – Gratitude for music (EVE 05:33 – 06:20) 
 

[Following a discussion about the song ‘Where is the love’ by The Black Eyed 

Peas..] 

Researcher How, if at all, do these themes in non-Christian music affect the way you feel 

about God? 

Eve How do they affect? 

Researcher So, the themes that you listen to, in the Non-Christian music you listen to, 

how do you think they affect the way you feel about God? 

Eve They don’t really that much, well actually sometimes they do. If I was 

listening to ‘Where is the Love?’, I’d be like “oh yeah, I need to pray more”, 

cause um, cause he prays in the song, well kind of prays in the song, and then 

I also think that I need to thank Him as well for the amazing songs 

Researcher So, it can make you feel, like, grateful? 

Eve Yeah, basically. 

Some participants suggested that because of their gratitude for music, they were able to experience 

God in a closer way as their enjoyment of the music allowed them to feel more connected to Him. 

This suggests links between simply listening to secular music and young people’s experiences of God. 

However, while many of the participants suggested that listening to music increased thankfulness 
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for the music itself and some a deeper experience of God, none of them suggested that this 

thankfulness would lead them to any specific action towards God such as thanksgiving or praise. 

 

4.3.2 Gratitude for the hope God has given them 

As well as feeling a sense of gratitude for music, analysis showed many young people involved in the 

study also felt a sense of gratitude towards God for what He had done for them in their lives. For 

many of the young people who suggested this, they gave reasons which suggested that listening to 

secular music caused them to feel grateful for their lives compared to those writing the lyrics of the 

songs as, because of the hope that they have been given by God, their lives were not like the stories 

and themes in the songs. This feeling was particularly prevalent in Participant 16’s questionnaire, 

whose answers to a variety of questions carried a genuine sense of gratitude. He commented that 

when listening to secular music he felt “grateful for the hope I have in Christ, that I have hope and 

certainty in my life.”  

 

When asked about the way he acted towards God in a later interview, this answer informed his 

response when he shared that as a result of this gratitude he is able to feel more confident coming 

towards God, secure in the knowledge that God “only wants to give good things.”  

 

Table Four – Gratitude for the hope God has given them (JAMES 06:49 – 08:23) 
 

[Following a discussion about Christian themes found in secular music.] 

Researcher How, if at all, do these themes in non-Christian music affect the way you feel 

about God? 

James Hmm ok, um, can I use an example? 

Researcher Yeah, yeah, yeah 

James Ok, so just, um, just from, yeah, just from there’s a song by the 1975 called 

‘love it if we made it’, um and yeah it just I think I just think in that song, I 

definitely feel like, ah I’ve kind of a bit of desperation, like I’d love it if we 

made it, we probably won’t, but I’d love it if we did    

Researcher Yeah 

James And so that even just listening to that, it’s quite affirming for me cause I was 

like ah, that’s not me like I know that, I’ve made it, that we have made it, 

because we are in Christ, rather than just I’d love it if we did, this world’s like 

going to pot, um yeah so definitely I dunno it makes me feel grateful for what 

I have, yeah.  
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The gratitude for the things that God has done which young people were reminded of when listening 

to secular music also appeared to impact their experiences of God as well as their feelings towards 

him. Many suggested that this gratitude for the way God had changed their lives led them to 

experience God’s joy and hope more clearly therefore enabling them to feel closer to him. This was 

evident in Participant 12’s questionnaire where he suggested that through listening to secular lyrics 

he experienced God more closely as he was grateful for the fact that God is so much greater than 

the things he was listening to which appeared shallow. As with others of the sub themes, the young 

people who felt this gratitude and closeness to God suggested that their actions to God were also 

likely to be effected and they were more likely to spend time with God in his presence or to pray. 

 

4.4 Secular Music Challenging young people’s Faith 

Another theme that was brought up in the study was that of secular music being a direct challenge 

to young people’s faith. This included two main subthemes which came out through the analysis. 

The first of these was that listening to secular music challenged young people to change their own 

behaviours through listening to the behaviours of those in the songs. The second subtheme was that 

listening to secular music challenged and made young people question their individual faiths and 

God’s goodness in their lives. 

 

4.4.1 Challenge to change own behaviour 

The research showed that when young people listened to secular music it caused them to reflect 

upon their own actions due to the lyrics of the music containing themes which were either contrary 

or in support of their faith and beliefs. In this sense, listening to secular music served to challenge 

young people to live out their faith in a more active way. Those that highlighted themes that were 

supporting of their faith within the music suggested that these challenged their actions towards  

them to respond to God by making them want to pray more and spend time with Him. Participant 7 

suggested that listening to secular music which supported her faith caused her to: “pray more when 

I am reminded by the song”. As well as encouraging young people to pray, Participant 6 suggested 

that secular music did more than this, inspiring her to do more good deeds and be a more giving 

person as she stated that the songs caused her to “pray more to God, make me a better person, do 

more good deeds”. This theme of ‘doing good’ in response to the music was also found in Participant 

2’s response, when he commented that it “makes me want to raise money for charity”, again 

showing the young people being stirred to live out their faith practically.  
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As well as reminding the young people to live out their faith by affirming positive actions, clashes 

between their faith and the content of the songs reminded many of the young people of how they 

shouldn’t be behaving when they heard the negative content of secular music. For some of the 

young people, this caused them to feel far away from God when they realised their behaviour was 

the same as that in the secular music. For this reason, they suggested listening to the lyrics of the 

music caused them to want to take practical steps to change their actions. For example, Participant 

11 found that when he listened to secular music it caused him to feel distant from God as he found 

himself affirming the behaviours that he was listening to and therefore, it caused him to want to 

worship so that he felt close to God again. 

 

4.4.2 Questioning God and His goodness  

While the majority of young people listening to secular music outlined how listening to the lyrics 

influenced them to behave as opposite to the people in the songs, a number of young people in the 

study found that listening to secular music made them question their faith and the very nature of 

God due to the clashes between the content of the songs and the content of their faith. Participant 

13 found that often when listening to secular music, he would feel angry towards God for not having 

the answers to the issues in the songs he was listening to. This in turn caused him to question God 

and his own faith which led to his actions towards God being more angry. Moreover, Participant 17 

found that listening to secular music served as a distraction from her relationship with God and 

directly affected her ability to experience God. She suggested that often the lyrics pushed her “away 

from His ways and towards evil, in simple terms making me follow what everyone else is doing.” This 

idea however was not limited to questionnaires and the interview below with Naomi offers a clear 

insight into the challenges facing young people spiritually when listening to secular music. 

 

Table Five – Questioning God’s goodness (NAOMI 13:22 – 15:44) 
 

[Following a discussion about the song ‘Same Love – Maclemore’ and ‘Take 

me to Church – Hozier’.] 
  

Naomi When I listen to them I almost get a sense of, like I really love the songs, it’s 

just like a contrast cause like some lyrics, if I listen to the lyrics carefully, like I 

realize it’s like almost anti-Christian, but yet I really love the song. Which can 

sometimes stir an anger in, like why is this song aimed at me, yet I love the 

song? 

Researcher So, what is your response when you listen to them, in terms of your faith? 
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Naomi Well I obviously get like quite angry about it when I, like I love the song 

doesn’t mean I get angry when I listen to the song. Like I get angry at my 

relationship with God that He, I dunno, like why is that ok that Christians 

should be hated yet I don’t feel the same way maybe? Like when I listen to 

the song I get angry at God like look what you’ve caused, this song is aimed at 

us, like Christians. And yet I love the song, but it does bring a sense of anger 

to my relationship with God 

 

4.5 Theme Interaction 

While the previous three themes state clear ways that secular music impacts the spirituality of 

young people in different ways, it is also important to highlight that none of these themes are found 

in isolation, but rather they all overlap and occur as a consequence of one another, interacting to 

influence spirituality. For example, when Participant 6 was asked how she felt about God, she 

replied that she recognised God’s love for her and this recognition led her to want to pray more and 

do more ‘good deeds’, which in turn led her to experience more of God’s love towards her and 

caused her to then be more grateful for that love. In essence, it is evident that there is not one clear 

way in which secular music influences young people’s spirituality, but it does so through affecting 

multiple aspects of their faith including their feelings, understanding and actions towards God. 
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Chapter Five:  Discussion 

 

5.1 Introduction 

The set of data collected within this study builds upon previously conducted research which notes 

the significance of listening to music on the development of young people. Specifically, it builds 

upon the findings of Murtonen (2018) who found that music was a tool through which young people 

were able to feel connected to God as it gave them a sense of social meaning and served as a tool 

for mental strengthening. However, while Murtonen (2018) explored the ways in which spiritual 

music influenced the spirituality of young people, she failed to address the impact that secular music 

might have in this area. For this reason, this study chose to look at the impact of young people’s 

spirituality when listening to secular music, focusing specifically on young people within church 

settings. While there are some differences in the results of both studies, this study builds upon this 

previous research by exploring a wider range of music to which young people are more often 

exposed.  

 

Moreover, the strength of this study’s findings lie in the fact that as well as identifying a clear link 

between listening to secular music and young people’s spirituality, it also presents three strong ways 

in which this is outworked. Firstly, it does so through reminding young people of positive attributes 

of God; secondly, it increases their gratitude towards God for music and for what he has done for 

them; and finally, it challenges their faith by making them question their behaviours and their 

understanding of God. While Murtonen’s (2018) findings suggested that listening to spiritual music 

evoked positive outcomes for young people’s spirituality, this study found that while for a majority 

of young people listening to secular music impacted their spirituality positively, this was not the case 

for all of the young people. This implies the links between listening to music and young people’s 

spirituality are less clear than previously suggested. 

 

5.2 Secular music reminding young people of God’s attributes 

 

This research found that when the young people listened to secular music they were often reminded 

of God’s characteristics, notably his power and love, which led to them to experience a deeper sense 

of security and intimacy in their relationships with Him. This finding builds upon the work of 

Murtonen (2018) which suggests listening to music to strengthen the faith of young people, however 

takes this further, offering reason for this in the suggestion that this strengthening of faith occurs 

through the young people being reminded of God’s attributes while listening. The power of 
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reminding ourselves of God’s characteristics is something that is echoed throughout the Bible and is 

something that Christians are encouraged to do. In Joshua 4 :20-24, after crossing the River Jordan, 

Joshua instructs the Israelites to build an alter to the Lord to serve as a reminder to them and future 

generations of God’s faithfulness, so that “all the peoples of the earth might know that the hand of 

the LORD is powerful and so that you might always fear the LORD your God.” (v.24). 

 

This study also found that as a result of this experience of intimacy, young people felt led to outwork 

their faith both in spiritual and practical ways and were confident to do so, as they felt equipped by 

the power and love of God. This builds upon research from Ruddock and Cameron (2010) who found 

that when young people thought of themselves as part of something bigger they were able to find 

comfort and act with greater confidence, as they felt connected to those within the music, which 

benefitted their sense of self. This study found similarly that listening to secular music has the ability 

to increase the confidence of young people, however, this was not as a result of music making young 

people feel part of something bigger within the physical world, but by making them aware of the 

being connected to a God who is bigger than their circumstances. In essence, being reminded of 

God’s power and love served the young people to better understand the vastness of God and so to 

find intimacy and security in their relationships with Him. By feeling a greater sense of 

connectedness to him, they were confident that God would be with them in their actions, which 

changed in the light of this. This finding could be significant particularly for practitioners working 

with young people with low self-confidence, as it implies that listening to secular music not only has 

the ability to benefit emotional wellbeing as previous research has shown, but to increase 

confidence and active steps of faith by drawing young people deeper into understanding of God’s 

love and power. 

 

5.3 Secular Music increasing young people’s gratitude towards God 

Findings from this research also support findings by Whitwell (1977 as cited by Hallam et al, 2012) 

which found listening to secular music to cause young people to develop better behaviours and have 

a more positive attitude towards their lives. However, while this study supports this finding, it again 

gives further and more complex reasoning to the factors behind this, arguing the cause of this 

positive attitude to be more than simply an increase in self-image and awareness, but rather an 

increase in gratitude towards God for music itself and for the positive impact that God has had on 

young people’s lives.  Participants of the study suggested that because of their gratitude for music, 

they were able to experience God in a closer way as their enjoyment of the music allowed them to 

feel more connected to Him. This supports findings from Saarikallio & Erkkilä (2007) which outline 
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secular music to serve as a tool for personal renewal and recovery, through its ability to lift young 

people’s spirits through them finding pleasure in music itself.  

 

Moreover, this study also found that listening to secular music had the ability to increase feelings of 

positivity by encouraging feelings of gratitude towards God for the hope that he has given Christians.  

Many of the young people suggested that listening to secular music caused them to feel grateful for 

their lives compared to those singing the songs and suggested that this gratitude led them to 

experience God’s joy and hope more clearly which enabled them to feel closer to him. This idea 

supports findings from Rudd (1997 as cited by Saarikallio & Erkkilä, 2007) which outline the positive 

correlation between music listening and positive emotional wellbeing to be linked to feelings of 

acceptance in familial relationships one remembers when listening to music. The findings of this 

study however, build upon this, suggesting these feelings of acceptance elicited when listening to 

music many not only be linked to family, but further than this, to God himself and the things he has 

done in young people’s lives.  This idea of gratitude or thanksgiving is important in the life of a 

Christian and serves as a means to thank God for the things he has bestowed onto us (Grenz, S.J, 

1994). In the Bible, Christians are encouraged to live out an attitude of gratitude and thankfulness in 

their lives towards God (Colossians 3:16-17) specifically being encouraged that when they come 

towards God with gratitude and thankfulness, this helps to free them of the worries or troubles that 

burden them (Philippians 4:6-7). Taking this into account, it is arguable that these findings could be 

significant for youth workers when considering how to support young people to live out their 

callings as Christians to foster this grateful attitude, as well as for those seeking to create 

environments where young people experience God’s joy and feel closer to him.  

 

5.4 Secular Music challenging young people’s faith 

The final theme highlighted within this study was that listening to secular music served as a direct 

challenge to young people’s behaviours and faith. For some young people, listening to secular music 

served as a tool that caused them to question and wrestle with their own behaviours in the light of 

the lyrics of the music and as a consequence change their actions towards God. This led to more 

young people trying to do good deeds or spending time in prayer and worship as means of feeling 

more connected to God. This finding supports findings from Schwartz and Fouts (2003, as cited by 

Saarikallio & Erkkilä 2007) which suggests listening to music enables young people to relate better to 

one another and feel connected. This study however, takes these findings further, outlining and 

given reason for the notion that, for children within the church, listening to secular music may have 

a similar impact on their relation to God as well. Indeed, these findings should not come as a 
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surprise due to the findings form OFSTED (2004) who found that those who developed spiritually 

were more likely to be “showing respect for themselves as well as others, showing empathy and 

standing up for what they believe in.” (p.13). Taking this on board, it is clear that this finding raises 

implications for the way in which secular music is used by youth workers as it appears that secular 

music may be used as a tool which is able to create opportunities for young people to have space to 

live out their faith and in doing so to be challenged to live lives that look more like Christ. This is 

what Christians are called to do, to be active in their faith in order to serve the world in which they 

live in. (James 2:14-17, 1 Timothy 6:18-19, Matthew 28, 16 – 20). 

 

Moreover, while Murtonen (2018) found that spiritual music served only as a means through which 

young people’s faith was strengthened, this study suggests that this is not always the case. For some 

young people within this study, as well as causing them to question their behaviours, listening to 

secular music brought up issues in songs that they either didn’t know the answer too or that came in 

direct opposition to what their beliefs or religions taught. However, whilst appearing in some way 

negative, it is important for young people to have space and time to battle with these questions. In 

fact, this is something Christians are encouraged to do. In James 1:2-4, the author writes that we 

should welcome trials and troubles as Christians because it is through those struggles that faith can 

be strengthened. This finding serves as a challenge and an insight to youth workers into how they 

are able to utilise secular music as a resource through which they can engage young people in 

significant conversations and discussions around their individual faith which may not naturally occur. 

 

5.5 Theme Interaction 

 

While all three of the themes can be defined individually, it is important to note that none of them 

can be read or understood in isolation. In fact, all of these themes overlap with each other and in 

doing so help to create a more holistic view of the way that spirituality is impacted by listening to 

secular music. Through the use of a multifaceted definition of spirituality, it is clear that the ways in 

which listening to secular music impacts that the way young people feel, act towards and experience 

God cannot be easily separated. In reality the effects that secular music has on spirituality is complex 

and the impact it has on each young people will be different. Despite this understanding these links 

make it clear that the integrations of secular music into youth work practise will serve as a beneficial 

tool which will help to support and strengthen the spirituality of young people across a variety of 

contexts. 
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Chapter Six: Conclusion 

 

6.1 The significance of this study 

While there already exists some research into the impact of spiritual music on young people’s 

spirituality and of secular music on young people’s socioemotional and academic development, until 

now research into the direct impact of secular music on the spirituality of young people has been 

non-existent. We know from Chapter 1 however, that secular music is not only incredibly prevalent 

in the lives of young people nowadays but is also incredibly influential in their development and 

therefore, it is crucial for practitioners working with young people, particularly within church 

settings, to understand how secular music affects young people’s spirituality. For this reason, this 

study aimed to research the impact of listening to secular music on young people’s spirituality. In 

doing this, three clear ways were highlighted which show how listening to secular music influences 

the spirituality of young people.   

 

Findings from this research found that secular music was able to influence the spirituality of young 

people firstly, by reminding them of the attributes of God. Many of the young people within the 

study outlined that listening to secular music had the power to increase their awareness of God as 

they found that they were reminded his love and power during listening time. This in turn was able 

to make them feel a deeper sense of intimacy with God which led do a deeper sense of 

connectedness with Him and encouraged them in their faith. It also made them feel more self-

confident to take action in their faith. Secondly, research found listening to secular music to 

influence spirituality by leading the young people to feel a greater sense of gratitude to God. This 

was noted firstly, to be due to the fact that listening to secular music increased gratitude for the 

physical things God gives, including music itself and secondly due to the lyrics of secular music 

reminding young people of the value of the salvation that they have been called into. Thirdly, the 

findings suggest listening to secular music to influence young people’s spirituality by causing young 

people to question and challenge their faith. This was largely due to the clash between the content 

of the music and their faith which young people outlined caused them to both question the 

goodness of God and challenge their behaviours. 

 

Finally, and potentially the most significant research from this study is in the interlinking nature of 

the three themes found. The research has suggested that when looking at the impact of secular 

music on young people’s spirituality none of the findings can be found in isolation but in fact all the 

themes interlink. It is therefore important to view them all together in order to the understand the 
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wider impact that secular music is having in the young people’s lives. Taking this into account these 

findings raise implications for those working with young people, as they outline that practitioners 

must be willing to use secular music, something with which young people are already engaging, as a 

tool through to help them grow in their journeys of faith and discovery.  

 

6.2 Limitations 

While this study is useful in understanding the ways in which secular music impacts the spirituality of 

young people there are some obvious limitations to the study which it is important to address. 

Firstly, the sample size was fairly small, with only 20 questionnaires and 4 interviews from two 

church settings being used to inform the findings. While the church settings used within the study 

were different in denomination, it is important to note that within both settings, the majority of 

participants were from a fairly similar lower or middle-class backgrounds which means that the 

results cannot necessarily be generalised across all young people. Moreover, both church settings 

used within this study were based in central Nottingham and therefore, while it is possible that 

findings may be representative of young people living in larger UK cities, it is arguable that they do 

not represent those living in more rural environments or even those from outside of the UK. 

 

Furthermore, due to the purposive sample used within this research study, another limitation of the 

findings stems from the fact that all the young people who participated in the research were either 

Christian or linked with a Church. This means that the majority of the young people included within 

the study already had some form of established relationship with or understanding of God before 

the study which may have led to bias in terms of the way in which they perceive the world around 

them, including the music they listen to. This means that these same findings cannot necessarily be 

generalised across all young people from other faiths and for those with no faith. This puts a strong 

bias on the findings being more useful for those working within a church background or working 

with Christian young people.  

 

Moreover, due to the prior church links of the young people in the study, the questionnaires and 

interviews employed were structured in a way which sought to help the young people to think about 

themes in the music which they could link to their Christian faith. While this was done in an attempt 

to support the young people to make links between their faith and the secular music they listen to, it 

is possible that getting the young people to focus on the more ‘Christian’ themes in the secular 

music limited the responses they gave and could have led to the participants giving responses they 

deemed appropriate rather than giving a wider representation of their views. 
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6.3 Suggestions for further research 

Taking all of this into account, there still remains a large amount of potential for follow up research 

to be done into the area of secular music and young people’ spirituality from this piece of work. As 

outlined above, due to the limited sample of the research, findings are not generalizable across the 

nation and in order to determine whether the findings of this study correlate country wide, it would 

be beneficial to conduct this same study in a number of different churches nationwide. Doing this 

would create a much bigger sample size and could allow for the inclusion of participants from a 

more diverse range of nationalities and socioeconomic backgrounds. Furthermore, the use of a 

wider sample would allow for researchers to take from a greater sample of ages, rather than simply 

13-18 year olds. This would allow researchers to better determine the effect that secular music has 

on the spirituality of young people on their different stages of adolescence in order to study whether 

the way the engage with music and spirituality changes during this specific life stage. 

 

As well as this, because this research is limited due to its sole focus on the spirituality of those 

associated with the Christian faith, it would be beneficial for further research to carry out a similar 

study with young people from differing faith groups as well as with young people with no faith. This 

would allow researchers to determine how the secular music young people of varying faiths listen to 

affects their spirituality and the impact this has on them. Such research would arguably provide 

more diverse findings across the board on the impact of secular music on all young people’s 

spiritualties rather than just those from one specific faith group. Through this, researchers would 

also be able to compare young people from different faith groups and the varying perspectives they 

may have on how secular music affects their individual spirituality. This would enable professionals 

to be able to determine whether secular music’s impact on spirituality is generalizable for all young 

people or whether it is more specific to individuals with different beliefs. 

 

 

 

 

Words 10974 

 

 
 



 35 

Chapter Seven: Bibliography 
 

Bailey, B. A. (2005). Effects of group singing and performance for marginalized and middle-class 

singers. Psychology of Music. 33 (3), p269-303. 

 

Bennett, A. (2000). Popular music and youth culture. New York: Palgrave. 

 

Bible (ESV)  

 

Cohen, L and Manion, L and Morrison, K. (2007). Research Methods in Education. 6th Ed. Oxon: 

Routledge. 

 

Costa-Giomi, E. (1999). The Effects of Three Years of Piano Instruction on Children's Cognitive 

Development. Journal of Research in Music Education.  47 (3), p198-212. 

 

Dahlberg, L and McCaig, C. (2010). Practical research and evaluation. London: SAGE publications 

LTD. 

 

Dawn, M. J (1995) Reaching Out Without Dumbing Down: A Theology of Worship for This Urgent 

Time. Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing. 

 

De Leeuw, E and Borgers, N. (2004). Pretesting Questionnaires for Children and Adolescents. In: 
Presser, S., Rothgeb, J. M., Couper, M. P., Lessler, J. T., martin, E., Martin, J and Singer, E Methods for 
Testing and Evaluating Survey Questionnaires. New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, INC. 
 

 

Eerola, P., Eerola, T. (2013). Extended music education enhances the quality of school life. Music 

Education Research. 16 (1), p88-104. 

 

Ethical Research Involving Children (2013). Ethical Guidance. Available: 

https://childethics.com/ethical-guidance/. Last accessed 26th November 2018. 

 

Fischer, P., Greitemeyer, T. (2006). Music and Aggression: The Impact of Sexual-Aggressive Song 

Lyrics on Aggression-Related Thoughts, Emotions, and Behavior Toward the Same and the Opposite  

Sex. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin. 32 (8), p1165-1176. 

 



 36 

Flemming, J. S. (2018). 9. Erikson’s Psychosocial Developmental Stages. Available: 

http://swppr.org/Textbook/Ch%209%20Erikson.pdf. Last accessed 30th March 2019. 

Great Britain. (2018). Data Protection Act 2018. Available: 
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2018/12/contents/enacted. Last accessed 30th March 2019. 
 

Green, M. (2008), Putting spiritual development of young people on the map: An English 

perspective. New Directions for Youth Development, 2008: 59-72.  

 

Greig, A and Taylor, J and McKay, T. (2007). Doing Research with Children. London: SAGE 

Publications Ltd. 

 

Grenz, S. J (1994) Theology For The Community Of God. Grand rapids: Wm. B. Eerdsman Publishing 

Co. 

 

Hallam, S., Creech, A (2010). Music Education in the 21st Century in the United Kingdom: 

Achievements, analysis and aspirations. London: Institute of education, University of London. 

 

Heath, S. Brooks, R. Cleaver, E. Ireland, E. (2009). Researching young people’s lives. London: SAGE 

Publications LTD. 

 

Holder, M. D., Coleman, B., Wallace, J. M.,. (2010). Spirituality, Religiousness, and Happiness in 

Children Aged 8–12 Years. Journal of Happiness Studies. 11 (2), p131-150. 

 

James, W. (1902/1961). Found in: Zinnbauer, B. J., Pargament, K. I., Cole, B., Rye, M. S., Butter, E. M., 

Belavich, T. G., Hipp, K. M., Scott, A. B., Kadar, J. L. (1997). Religion and Spirituality: Unfuzzying the 

Fuzzy. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion. 36 (4), p549-564. 

 

Zinnbauer, B. J., Pargament, K. I., Cole, B., Rye, M. S., Butter, E. M., Belavich, T. G., Hipp, K. M., Scott, 

A. B., Kadar, J. L. (1997). Religion and Spirituality: Unfuzzying the Fuzzy. Journal for the Scientific 

Study of Religion. 36 (4), p549-564. 

 

Kärjä, A and Sjöborg, A (2017). The Intersection of the Popular and the Sacred in Youth Cultures. 

London: SAGE Publications Ltd. 

 



 37 

Kessler, R. (2000). The soul of education. Virgina, USA: ASCD (Association for Supervision and 

Curriculum Development) 

 

Laughey, D (2006). Music and Youth Culture. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press Ltd. 

Lewis, A., Porter, J. (2004). Interviewing children and young people with learning disabilities: 

guidelines for researchers and multi‐professional practice. British Journal of Learning Disabilities. 32 

(4), p191-197. 

 

Lewis, C. S (1971). Mere Christianity. 16th ed. London: Collins Clear-Type Press. 

 

MacNaughton, G., Rolfe, A., and Siraji-Blatchford, I., eds., (2001). Doing Early Childhood Research: 

International Perspectives On Theory and Practice. Philadelphia: Open University Press 

 

McFerran, K. (2010). TIPPING THE SCALES: A SUBSTANTIVE THEORY ON THE VALUE OF GROUP 

MUSIC THERAPY FOR SUPPORTING GRIEVING TEENAGERS. Qualitative Inquiries in Music Therapy. 5, 

p1-42. 

 

McGann, M.E. (2002) Exploring Music as Worship and Theology: Research in Liturgical Practice. 

Collegeville: Liturgical Press. 

 

Meetoo, D., Temple, B. (2003). Issues in Multi-Method Research: Constructing Self-
Care. International Journal of Qualitative Methods. 2 (3), 
 

 

Murtonen, S (2018) The role of music in young adults’ spiritual development, International Journal of 

Children's Spirituality, 23:2, p209-223.  

 

Nash, S., Palmer, B. (2011). Odyssey guide. In: Nash, S Youth Ministry. London: SPCK. p98-105. 

 

National Youth Agency. (2013). National Youth Agency Commission into the role of youth work in 

formal education. Available: http://www.nya.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/Commission-

into-the-role-of-youth-work-in-formal-education.pdf. Last accessed 27th February 2019. 

 



 38 

Nelson, Christian J., Colleen M. Jacobson, Mark I. Weinberger, Vidhya Bhaskaran, Barry Rosenfeld, 

William Breitbart, and Andrew Roth. (2009). The role of spirituality in the relationship between 

religiosity and depression in prostate cancer patients. Annuals of Behavioral Medicine 38(2):105–14. 

 

Nowell, L. S., Norris, J. M., White, D. E and Moules, N. J. (2017). Thematic Analysis: Striving to Meet 
the Trustworthiness Criteria. International Journal of Qualitative Methods. 16, p1-13. 
 

 

O'Reilly, M., Ronzoni, P., Dogra, N (2013). Research with Children: Theory And Practice. London: 

SAGE Publications Ltd.  

 

Office for Standards in Education (OFSTED). (2004). Promoting and evaluating pupils’ spiritual, moral, 

social and cultural development. London: OFSTED. 

 

Pulla, V., Carter, E. (2018). Employing Interpretivism in Social Work Research. International Journal of 

Social Work and Human Services Practice. 6 (1), p9-14. 

 

R, Nye. (1998) Psychological perspectives on children's spirituality. PhD thesis, University of 

Nottingham.  

 

Reja, U., Manfreda, K., Hlebec, V and Vehovar, V. (2003). Open-ended vs. Close-ended Questions in 
Web Questionnaires. Developments in Applied Statistics. na (na), p159-177. 
 

 

Reutter, K. K. and Bigatti, S. M. (2014), Religiosity and Spirituality as Resiliency Resources: 

Moderation, Mediation, or Moderated Mediation?. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 53: 

56-72.  

 

Roller, M and Lavrakas, P. (2015). Applied Qualitative Research design. New York: The Guildford 

Press. 

 

Ruddock, B., Cameron, R. J (2010) Spirituality in children and young people: a suitable topic for 

educational and child psychologists?, Educational Psychology in Practice, 26:1, 25-

34, DOI: 10.1080/02667360903522751 

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02667360903522751


 39 

Saarikallio, S., Erkkilä, J. (2007). The role of music in adolescents' mood regulation. Psychology of 

Music. 35 (1), p88-109. 

 

Schäfer, N., Yarwood, R. (2008). Involving young people as researchers: Uncovering multiple power 

relations among youths. Children's Geographies. 6 (10), p1-26. 

 

Schellenberg, E.G. (2004). Music lessons enhance IQ. Psychological Science, 15, p511-514. 

 

Schmudlach, B. S  (2015). GUIDING YOUNG CHRISTIANS IN THEIR CHOICE OF SECULAR MUSIC. 

WISCONSIN: WISCONSIN LUTHERAN SEMINARY MEQUON. 

 

Shorten, A and Smith, J. (2017). Mixed methods research: expanding the evidence base. Available: 

https://ebn.bmj.com/content/20/3/74. Last accessed 26th November 2018. 

 

Sloboda, J. (2000). Music and Worship: A Psychologist's perspective. In: J. Astley, T. Hone and M.  

Savage, ed., Creative Chords: Studies in Music, Theology and christian Formation, 1st ed. Leominster: 

Gracewing. 

Storey, J. (2009). Cultural Theory and Popular Culture. Essex: Pearson Educated Limited. 

 

Tacey, D. (2010). Religion and Youth. 1st ed. Farnham: Ashgate Publishing Limited. 

 

Taylor, J. (1989). Innocent Wisdom: Children as Spiritual Guides New York: Pilgim Press 

 

UCL Research Ethics Committee. (No Date). Guidance Note 1: Research Involving Children. Available: 
https://ethics.grad.ucl.ac.uk/forms/guidance1.pdf. Last accessed 30th March 2019. 
 

The United Nations. (1989). Convention on the Rights of the Child. Available: 

http://www.unicef.org.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2010/05/UNCRC_united_nations_convention_on_the_rights_of_the_child.pdf. 

Last accessed 26th March 2019. 

 

Ulum, O. G. (2016). EPISTEMOLOGY IN QUALITATIVE EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH: A REVIEW OF 

PUBLISHED ARTICLES. Journal of Education and Humanities: Theory and Practice. 7, p19-28. 

 



 40 

Van Der Riet, M., Boettiger, M. (2009). Shifting Research Dynamics: Addressing Power and 

Maximising Participation through Participatory Research Techniques in Participatory 

Research. https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/008124630903900101. 39 (1), 1-18. 

 

Van Dyke, C. J., Glenwick, D. S.,  Cecero, J. J., Kim, S. K (2009) The relationship of religious coping and 

spirituality to adjustment and psychological distress in urban early adolescents, Mental Health, 

Religion & Culture,12:4, 369-383.  

Webber, R. (2002). Young people and their quest for meaning. Youth Studies Australia. 21 (1), p40-

43. 

 

Welch Sarazin, G F., Himonides, E., Saunders, J., Papageorgi, L., Sarazin, M. (2014). Singing and social 

inclusion. Frontiers in Psychology . 5, p803. 

 

Yodchai, K., Dunning, T., Savage, S., Hutchinson, A. M . (2017). The role of religion and spirituality in 

coping with kidney disease and Haemodialysis in Thailand. Scand J Caring Sci. 31 (NA), 359–367. 

 

Zinnbauer, B. J., Pargament, K. I., Cole, B., Rye, M. S., Butter, E. M., Belavich, T. G., Hipp, K. M., Scott, 

A. B., Kadar, J. L. (1997). Religion and Spirituality: Unfuzzying the Fuzzy. Journal for the Scientific 

Study of Religion. 36 (4), p549-564. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 41 

Chapter Eight: Appendices 
 

Appendix One: Questionnaire 
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Appendix Two: Interview Questions  
 

 

Dissertation Interview Questions 
Section 1 

1. What is your name? 
2. What gender are you? 
3. How old are you? 
4. What Religion are you? 
5. Do you attend a Church or other place of worship? 
6. How regularly? 
7. Describe to me in your own words what your faith means to you? 

 
Section 2 

8. Do you listen to music? 
9. For how long each day would you say you listen to music? 
10. How important is listening to music for you? 
11. What specific genres or artists do you most frequently listen to? 
12. What themes do you usually listen to, when choosing music? 
13. Do you find any themes that could be considered as ‘Christian’ in the music you 

listen to e.g. faith, hope, love, justice? 
14. How, if at all, do these themes in non-Christian music affect the way you feel about 

God? Why do you think this is? 
15. How, if at all, do these themes in non-Christian music affect the way you act towards 

God? Why do you think this is? 
16. How, if at all, do these themes in non-Christian music affect the way you experience 

God? Why do you think this is? 
 
Section 3 

17. Play/show me one of your favourite non-Christian songs? 
18. What do you like about this song? 
19. What themes can you hear in this song? 
20. How do the themes of this song affect the way you think about God?  
21. How do the themes of this song affect the way in which you act towards God? 
22. How do you think the themes of this song affect the way you experience God? 
23. Is there a specific song you listen to that directly impacts your faith that isn’t a 

worship song? 
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Appendix Three: Examples of Data Analysis 
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Word cloud made from all the notes from questionnaires and interviews: 
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Appendix Four: Consent forms and information sheets 
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Section A 
Student information 
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Tel. No.: 07896420803 
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Section B 

 
Initial declaration  
This investigation will include formal study of children, young people or vulnerable adults Yes / No 

This investigation will include formal study of adults      Yes / No 

 

If you have answered YES to either statements above, then it is presumed that you are completing an Empirical -

based Dissertation.  You must complete Sections C, D E and F.  
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If you have answered NO to BOTH statements above, then it is presumed that you are completing a Library-based 
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Section C 
 

Please answer the following questions, and give details if answering Yes (or if necessary to explain No): 

 

1 Does the study involve participants who are particularly vulnerable or unable to 

give informed consent? 

All the participants who will take part in the study will be under the age of 18. 

Because of this I will gain written consent from the parents of all the young people as 

well as the young people. 

 

Yes / No 

2 Will the study require access to groups or individuals because of their 

membership of a particular group, organisation, place of study or dwelling place? 

(e.g. particular youth group, school, community group) 

The participants that I require access to will all by members of my placement church, 

another church I attend and youth group which runs out of my placement church.  

 

Yes / No 

3 Will it be necessary for participants to take part in the study without their 

knowledge/consent at the time? 

All participants involved in the research project will be fully aware of the procedures 

and rationale for the study as well as its aims. Their consent will be sought as well as 

their parents’. If any of the participants seek to stop being involved I will remove their 

data from the results of the research. 

Yes / No 

4 Will the study involve discussion of sensitive topics not usually addressed in 

your placement work? 

Some of the research within my study will be involve discussing personal reflections 

and experiences. For this reason, although I do not envisage that this research will 

cause harm to any of the young people involved, support will be made available for 

the young people should any sensitive topics arise. All the participants and parents 

will be encouraged to seek pastoral care if anything comes up that needs discussing 

further. 

I do not envisage any topics will arise which are not usually addressed in the work I 

do at my placement. 

 

Yes / No 

5 Could the study induce psychological stress, anxiety, or cause harm or negative 

consequences beyond the risks encounter in normal life? 

It is extremely unlikely that any psychological stress or anxiety may arise due to the 

study, but all participants and parents will be advised to seek out pastoral care if any 

issues do arise.  

 

Yes / No 

6 Will financial inducements (other than reasonable expenses) be offered to 

participants? 

No inducements will be offered for taking part in the study. 

 

 

Yes / No 
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Section D 
The investigation that you are about to begin is potentially harmful to participants. You are being judged on four 

issues: 

 Is your study valuable enough to ask other people to give up their time? 

 Have you considered that some people might not want to take part in your study, and how they will say 

no (the issue of informed consent)? 

 How can individuals leave the study if they wish to? 

 How are you going to store and use the information you have gained? 

 

1. What do you hope to achieve through this study? 

Through this study I hope to be able to understand how young people are able to worship God through the use of music 

not often found in Church settings. I will set out to explore when listening to secular music with Christian themes, how 

young people link this with their personal faith or whether they separate this kind of music. The specific focus of this 

pilot study is to explore if there is any link between secular music and spirituality as well as seeing if the young people 

understand the language used in the study. 

 

2. How will the study be carried out? (e.g. interviews, questionnaires, observation) 

In this pilot study I will be using a mixed method approach. I will be conducting up to 10 interviews and collect 30 

questionnaires. This approach will mean I can compare different kind of data and compare them to see if the results are 

the same. 

I will collect the 30 questionnaires from young people from my placement church as well as another church that I have 

links with. The questionnaires will aim to get a wider sense of how young people with a Christian faith interact with 

secular music they listen to and how they link this music to their faith. These questionnaires will also enable me to 

compare young people from two different church backgrounds and to explore whether impacts the way in which young 

people interact with secular music. 

I will conduct the interviews with young people from my placement church as well as another church that I have links 

with. I will select the young people by using the questionnaires in order to select candidates who I feel will be good 

participants in the study. I will use interviews as this will enable me to spend more time exploring in depth how specific 

young people engage with their favourite music and how it may affect their emotions and perceptions of the world. As 

part of the interview, I will ask them to come prepared with one bit of music which they currently enjoy and then 

subsequently will ask them about other pieces of music that I have chosen.  

3. How will you collect and store the data (e.g. recording, written notes) 

I will collect the questionnaires which will all be on paper and they will be stored in a locked filing cabinet which only 

me and my line manager will have access to in line with the Data Protection Act (1998). 

The interviews I conduct will all be audio recorded and the interviewees and their parents will have given prior 

permission for this to be done. I will record them so that I do not have to take notes as this could affect the interview. In 

order to safeguard the identity of participants in data recording, all transcriptions and data collection files, including 

those not directly used in the research body, will be password protected and deleted only 5 years after the research 

study has been submitted, in relation to the Data Protection Act (1998) 

The spreadsheet which will contain real names and corresponding pseudonyms will also be password protected.  

All audio recordings will also be password protected and deleted only 5 years after the research study has been 

submitted, in relation to the Data Protection Act (1998) 

4. How many participants will be recruited, and by what criteria will they be selected? 

The questionnaire will be given to 30 young people between the ages of thirteen to eighteen. The young people will be 

from various different churches and will include young people from different genders and backgrounds, but all will 

have some link to the churches. All the young people will be on some kind of journey of exploring their faith and 

spirituality. 

For the interviews I will use young people from my placement Church as well as another Church that I have links with. 

The Young people will be between the ages of thirteen to eighteen. All the young people will be on a journey of faith 

and spirituality. They must also be available to be interviewed at the end of a church service or another agreed time. 

 

 

5. Outline your plan for gaining informed consent 

(a) Initial approach – potential participants will be told about the study and asked if they would like to take 

part. This will all be vocal in order to determine who would be interested in the possibility of doing either 

the questionnaire or an interview. 

(b) Individual consent – participants will be given an information sheet and a consent form which will    be 

signed by the participant and their parents.  
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Questionnaires: The participants will be given an information sheet about the nature of the study and told that 

their information will be completely confidential. They will also be given a consent form which will also need 

to be signed by their parents as all participants will be under the age of 18. See Appendixes 1 and 2 

 

Interviews: The participants will be given an information sheet about the nature of the study and told that 

their information will be completely confidential. They will be told that the interviews will be audio recorded 

and that those recordings will be saved on a password protected computer. They will also be given a consent 

form which will also need to be signed by their parents as all participants will be under the age of 18. See 

Appendixes 3 and 4 

 (c) Ability to withdraw – All participants will be able to withdraw from the study up to the 21st November 

2018. 

 (d) Parental consent – All participants will require parental consent to take part in the study. This is due to the 

face that will participants who take part in the study will be under the age of 18. 

6. Do you foresee any potential adverse effects of the study?  

It is unlikely that any adverse effects may arise from the study. All participants will be advised to seek pastoral support 

if any issues do arise. I will give them the information of my line manager who is a Priest-in-charge and trained in 

pastoral care. 

7. Will confidentiality be maintained and if so how? 

 (a) Confidentiality of the individual? Confidentiality will be given for all participants. All participants will be 

referred to using a pseudonym in the study. This will mean that they will not be able to be linked to the study using 

their own personal name. All their personal information forms will be put in a locked filing cabinet which only me and 

my line manager will have access to. All audio recordings from the interviews will be kept on a password protected 

computer. 

 (b) Confidentiality of the placement? I will give confidentiality to my placement and other church which the 

young people will be from, by using vague information on them and never explicitly name the church so all the 

participants are safe as they are all under the age of 18. Both churches, if being referred to directly will be given 

pseudonyms. I will also refer to my placement as an Anglican church located in the suburbs of a large city in the East 

Midlands. I will refer to the other Church as a large city centre church in the East Midlands. 
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Section E 

Supervisors 

Supervisors are required to have personal experience of formally studying human 
subjects. The professional practice agency line-manager / gatekeeper (if appropriate) 
has a particular responsibility to ensure the well-being of the people involved in the 
study. 

 

CYM Supervisor Professional Practice Agency Line-manager /Gatekeeper 

(empirical-based dissertation only) 

Name: Sally Nash Name: Amanda Digman 

Address: 

MCYM 

 

Address: St John’s Vicarage, Oakdale Road, Carlton, 
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Tel: Tel: 07803 625049 

Email: s.nash@stjohns-nottm.ac.uk 

 

Email revamandadigman@me.com 

Signature: 
Sally Nash 

 

Signature: Amanda Digman 
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I agree to conduct this study in line with the ethical guidelines laid down in the National Youth Agency 

document ‘Ethical Conduct in Youth Work’, and the ethical expectations placed on me by the Practice Agency 
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