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MUSIC AND MEMORY (pilot program – emerging findings) 

Supported by Goodwin Aged Care Services and ActewAGL 

________________________________________ 

Pilot music program delivers positive impacts for people with dementia  

Findings from the Canberra Symphony Orchestra’s (CSO) Music and Memory pilot program 

demonstrate the benefits of live music for people with dementia. Over the course of eight 

weeks, a statistically significant reduction in disruptive behaviours was observed, along with 

anecdotally observed improvements in mood and increased social interaction.  

“One of the key benefits we observed was the calming effect of the music across the study 

group,” said Kristen Sutcliffe, who oversaw the development of the program for the CSO. 

“The design and delivery also made it possible to build rapport with the participants and 

connect on a social, as well as musical, level.” 

The unique program was developed in collaboration with Heather Roche, a third-year 

Bachelor of Psychology student at the University of Canberra, and delivered in partnership 

with Goodwin Aged Care Services and ActewAGL. Concert programming was based on the 

musical preferences of participants, inspiring moments of singing and dancing across the 

group and recall of fond memories.  

“Music has always been a part of life at Goodwin,” said Goodwin Executive Director of Care 

Jamie Fillingham. “It’s great to see the positive effects highlighted through this program.” 

“We’re energised by the emerging findings of this program, which shine a light on the ways 

music can make an impact in the lives of people with dementia,” said Sean Davis, Group 

Manager of Strategic Partners and Energy Solutions at ActewAGL. “We look forward to 

supporting the project in the future.”  



 

 

 

FURTHER DETAIL 

• Dementia affects almost half a million Australians. The disease is characterised by 

cognitive impairment, memory loss and impaired judgement and attention. The part 

of the brain responsible for music is often one of the last to be adversely affected. 

• Given the prevalence of the disease, research into the benefits of music for people 

with dementia, and how music therapy can be delivered, is timely and worthy of 

further exploration. 

• Current research efforts are largely focused on individual listening to recorded music, 

or general ‘music for relaxation’ concerts. While these approaches have much to 

offer, there are also limitations. For some, listening through headphones or earbuds 

presents a technological barrier, or simply isn’t as enjoyable as a live experience. 

From a social perspective, these approaches sit on opposite ends of a spectrum: 

individualised listening on one end, without social interaction, and a highly 

generalised experience on the other end.  

• Over eight weeks, duos of CSO musicians presented bi-weekly concerts for one 

study group. Repertoire was informed by a musical preferences questionnaire 

completed by participants, with the core program repeated in each concert, in the 

same order. This was based on previous studies that indicate such repetition can 

help to create a sense of stability and security (Solé et al., 2014). 

• Goodwin Aged Care Services supported the program delivery through hosting the 

concerts, providing care supports to participants, administration, behavioural 

research and management of ethical considerations. 

• CSO Community Programs are supported by the ACT Government. 

For more information and to book interviews, please contact: 

Jacqui Douglas  

Communications Manager  

0410 663 790 / jacqui.douglas@cso.org.au  
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