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INTRODUCTION 

As a concert bassoonist and a practising audiologist, I’m a dedicated advocate for the value of music, 

in the concert hall and throughout the community. For a number of years, I’ve curated the 

Rediscovering Music program for the Canberra Symphony Orchestra (CSO), which supports people 

with hearing loss to re-engage with music. This program has demonstrated time and again the holistic 

benefits of music for health and wellbeing, and social connection.  

Having observed these benefits for people with hearing loss, I was eager to be involved in the CSO’s 

pilot Music and Memory program, which aimed to measure positive behavioural changes linked to 

concert experiences for people with dementia.  

The pilot program was designed 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. 

MUSIC AND DEMENTIA 

Dementia is an increasingly common, neuropsychiatric degenerative condition that currently affects 

just under half a million Australians (Dementia Australia, 2018). The disease affects different people in 

different ways depending on the parts of the brain that sustain damage. People living with dementia 

may experience cognitive decline, loneliness, loss of memory and language skill and impaired 

judgement (Morris, 1997).  

Interestingly, research suggests the areas of the brain associated with long-term musical memory 

may continue to function well even when other areas have suffered degradation. Studies have 

observed favourable responses to familiar music among dementia patients, even in the late stages of 

the disease (Jacobsen et al, 2015). Further, the stimulation of reward centres in the brain by familiar 

music can help to reduce anxiety, agitation and difficult behaviours for individuals with dementia  

(King et al, 2018).  

MUSIC AND MEMORY PILOT PROGRAM 

The benefits of music for people with dementia is already a topic of interest for researchers. Most 

studies conducted to date have either focused on individualised listening programs (experienced 

through a device like an iPod or mp3 player) and more general music therapy concerts. The eight-

week Music and Memory pilot program aimed to balance the strengths of these two approaches by 

delivering a shared live music experience informed by participant preferences.



 

With support from carers, study group participants completed an Assessment of Musical Preference 

questionnaire to inform the design of a tailored concert program. Four popular pieces identified 

through the questionnaire were programmed as the core of each performance, always in the same 

order. This was based on previous studies that suggest repetition of familiar, preferred music in the 

same order can help create a sense of stability and security for people with dementia  

(Solé et al, 2014).  

A second questionnaire was designed for carers, to assess challenging behaviours such as 

insecurity, restlessness, repetitive or inappropriate behaviours and physical and verbal aggression. 

This was completed before performances commenced, halfway through the pilot (the end of the fourth 

week) and at the conclusion of the pilot (the end of the eighth week). 

Bi-weekly, half-hour concerts were presented over the course of eight weeks. Each featured a duo of 

CSO musicians – with the exception of a French Horn duo, all ensembles comprised combinations of 

stringed instruments. Concerts were alternately emceed by myself and long-time CSO violinist Tim 

Wickham. We focused on creating a warm, relaxed environment, taking cues from participants as to 

how much time we took between songs for banter and conversation. 

Throughout concerts, Goodwin carers were present to ensure the wellbeing of participants and that 

their needs were met. 

A COLLABORATIVE APPROACH 

Collaboration and a multidisciplinary approach were central to the development and delivery of the 

Music and Memory pilot.  

• The literature review was undertaken by Heather Roche, who also developed the 

questionnaire for carers and worked in collaboration with the CSO on other aspects of 

program design.  

 

• The core repertoire was arranged by CSO Double Bassist David Flynn, who is also a member 

of the administrative team. 

 

• My role included oversight and coordination of the program design and delivery, and 

consultation based on my transferrable experience from presenting other CSO Community 

Programs.  

 

• The program was delivered in partnership with ActewAGL and Goodwin Aged Care Services. 

Goodwin supported the pilot 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. 

  



 

OBSERVATIONS 

The program was initially designed to be accessible to all residents within the Goodwin residential 

care facility. However, due to COVID-19 and social distancing restrictions in the ACT, the study group 

for the Music and Memory pilot was capped at 10 participants.  

Despite the small sample size (n=10), a statistically significant reduction in disruptive behaviours was 

observed over the eight-week pilot: 

• Insecurity and restlessness were measured by the frequency of behaviours such as  

hoarding / hiding objects, agitation at the end of the day and nocturnal restlessness.  

A significant reduction was observed between the beginning of the program and week  

four (p=0.001) and again between week four and week eight (p=0.001). 

• There was also a significant reduction in repetitive behaviours such as pacing, aimless 

wandering, repetitive utterances and unwarranted requests for help (p=0.001). 

• There was also a reduction in the frequency of physical and verbal aggression during  

the program.  

Anecdotally, I observed positive responses to the performances across the study group, with many 

participants tapping their feet to the music and appearing noticeably calm and relaxed at the end of 

each concert. Informally, care staff indicated that they saw the concerts as highly positive for 

participants, with benefits ranging from the calming effect of the music to increased engagement and 

social interaction among participants. No negative effects were reported by care staff. 

Several positive responses stood out to me. One participant often arrived for concerts in a negative 

mood – on one occasion, care staff considered not bringing her to a performance as she had been 

displaying aggressive behaviour including yelling and swearing. The music appeared to have a 

powerful, calming effect on her – by the end of the concert, she would be smiling and would enjoy 

conversation. I discovered she had been a proficient pianist and had a deep connection to music.  

One participant with a choral background sang along to almost every piece performed, while another 

was moved to dance by an ABBA song. Another participant expressed enjoyment of the musical 

theatre numbers, recalling concerts she’d attended with her late husband.  

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

The response to the Music and Memory pilot has been overwhelmingly positive. It was a privilege to 

be involved in the development and delivery of this unique program that further demonstrates the 

value of musical intervention for people with dementia. Given the increasing prevalence of the 

disease across the community, research into how music can help and how music therapy can be 

delivered is timely and worthy of further exploration.  
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