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Abstract 

This article focuses on the reported benefits of participation in music activities, identified by participants of the Music for Life Project. The participants engaged in weekly music activities offered in three locations: two centres in London and one in the North of England. Their responses were collected through questionnaires and focus group interviews. Music participants attributed improvements in quality of life to active engagement with music, and a wide range of cognitive, social, emotional and physical benefits were reported. This article offers an insight into what participants said about improved health, social interactions, emotional support and learning that occurred as a result of active involvement in music. 
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Introduction

Major demographic transitions are currently underway in the developed world, with life expectancy at 65 years set to continue rising for the foreseeable future. In the United Kingdom, the number of people over 65 years is projected to double by 2071, reaching 21.3 million (GOScience 2008). By 2020 there will be a quarter more people in the United Kingdom over the age of 80 years (Ageconcern.org.uk 2008), with the number comprising this group expected to treble by 2071 to 9.5 million (GOScience 2008). Projections also suggest that the majority of babies born since 2000 in the United Kingdom are likely to reach their 100th year (Christensen et al. 2009). Amongst our ageing population the fastest-growing group comprises the oldest old. According to the Office for National Statistics (2011), the number of centenarians in England and Wales is rising by 8 per cent per year, and is estimated to reach 64,000 by the year 2033.  Globally, it is estimated that this group will reach the one million mark by 2030 (Yong 2009).   

Within this context, a re-examination of what being older actually means has become a critical issue. Some authors have suggested that later life comprises a Third and Fourth Age (Laslett 1989). While ‘Third Age’ seniors are conceptualized as those who enjoy a considerable degree of resilience in relation to independence, autonomy, cognitive functioning and well-being (Fillit et al. 2002; Gilleard and Higgs 1998; Scourfield 2007), the stereotype of the Fourth Age is one of a period of disengagement and dependency, involving physical and mental decline and a decrease in subjective well-being (Baltes and Smith 2003; Smith 2003). As a result, it is increasingly acknowledged that there is a need for initiatives that support older people’s well-being as they progress into the Fourth Age (Jamieson 2007), including those that involve support from strong social networks. The latter have been shown to support personal engagement in both optional and obligatory domains, and may also have the potential to impact upon physiological and psychological health (e.g. Cohen and Doyle 1997; Smith and Christakis 2008), decrease the risk of dementia (Cacioppo and Berntson 2002) and increase happiness amongst individual members (Fowler and Christakis 2009). 

Social networks that focus on participation in creative, active and social leisure activities such as music have been found to contribute to the maintenance of well-being (Fullagar 2008). For instance, Hays and Minichiello (2005) used focus groups and in-depth interviews to explore the relationship between music-making and identity amongst 38 people, including musical novices, amateurs and professionals, aged between 60 and 98 years.  Overall, listening to music and active music-making were associated with social and emotional well-being, offering a medium through which participants could express themselves and connect with others.  In a similar vein, Taylor and Hallam (2008) used qualitative methods to explore musical self-concept amongst a group of eight keyboard learners aged over 60 years, reporting that learning a musical instrument contributed to feelings of satisfaction, achievement and self-confidence. 

Clift et al. (2010) reviewed 48 studies concerned with the benefits of group singing, of which eight included samples of older people, aged over 50 years.  Overall, these studies suggested that group singing could promote social and personal well-being, encourage social participation, and reduce anxiety and depression (Wise et al. 1992; Houston 1998; Zanini and Leao 2006; Lally 2009; Sandgren 2009).  Direct health benefits have also been suggested, with lower mortality rates evident amongst those who make music or sing in a choir (Byrgen et al. 1996). Cohen et al. (2006, 2007) carried out non-randomized controlled studies with 166 participants with a mean age of 80 years who participated in 30 singing workshops and ten performances over one year. The participants, in comparison with control groups, reported fewer health issues, fewer falls, fewer doctor visits and lower use of medication. 

Some research has focused on a wider range of music activity. Schorr-Lesnick et al. (1985), for example, researching the impact of musical engagement on pulmonary function, compared singers with instrumentalists and found no difference between participants (including adults aged 25–83 years) in choir, string, percussion and wind ensembles. Saarikallio (2010) carried out a qualitative study of 21 Finnish adults aged 21–70 years, investigating the use of music (listening and active participation) for emotional self-regulation.  The results suggested that for the oldest participants, singing or participating in instrumental ensembles offered opportunities for alleviating loneliness and coping with the challenges of ageing, providing opportunities for progression and enjoyment and adding a depth of meaning to life. Another study that focused on instrumental ensembles was carried out by Gembris (2008), who used questionnaires to explore the function of amateur music-making amongst a group of 308 adults aged 40–97 years. Participants attributed enjoyment, happiness and community belongingness to their musical engagement. Although many reported age-related constraints, they also identified compensatory strategies and generally maintained a high musical self-concept. Overall, there is a growing body of evidence that active engagement with making music can have a positive impact on the well-being and health of older people. 

Aims of the research

The aim of the research reported here was to investigate the role that participation in music activities had in the lives of older people and the extent to which this impacted on their social, emotional and cognitive well-being. The specific research questions were: 

· What is the role of music-making in the lives of older people? 
· Does participation in music activities enhance the well-being of older people? 

Method

Design: Data were collected from three case studies of musical community involvement. Comparisons were also undertaken with controls participating in non-music activities. The musical case studies were based on programmes run by The Sage, Gateshead; the Connect programme of the Guildhall School of Music and Drama; and Westminster Adult Education Service.
The Sage, Gateshead: The Silver Programme at The Sage, Gateshead provides a wide range of musical opportunities for people over the age of 50 years, including singing of many kinds, the playing of steel pans, guitars, ukulele, recorder, and activities involving folk ensemble, music theory and samba. The programme aims to develop the current and past skills of participants, as well as to encourage and develop new and emerging ones, enhancing musical abilities, and encouraging positive mental and physical heath. Participants have the opportunity to perform regularly in public concerts. 
The Connect programme of the Guildhall School of Music and Drama: The Guildhall School of Music & Drama (GSMD) Connect programme runs community projects with people of all ages in East London. The projects are distinctive in that their focus is on activities where participants create and perform music together, linking storytelling and reminiscing to creative music-making. The music activities with older people took place in the community rooms of sheltered housing accommodation in East London.  

The Westminster Adult Education Service: The Westminster Adult Education Service (WAES) music department runs a wide range of musical programmes in a range of musical genres, specializing in singing, playing instruments, sound engineering and using sequencers, music theory, and composing. 

Comparison group: A comparison group was set up, comprising adults involved in a range of activities that involved attending classes on areas other than music.  These included individuals attending language classes (four groups); art/craft classes (five groups); yoga classes; social support (two groups) groups; a book group; and a social club. All of the groups apart from the book group were based in the London area; the book group was based in a rural area of England.  

A multi-methods approach to data collection was taken, incorporating both qualitative and quantitative elements. Thus, it was possible to construct a broad picture of the benefits and challenges, as well as to explore processes of musical engagement in more detail. The design had features of a sequential explanatory design (Creswell et al. 2003: 227) in that the quantitative data partly informed the design of the interview schedules. Participants completed questionnaires and some participated in focus group interviews. 

The questionnaires asked participants to provide demographic information and to respond to questions about their reasons for participation and the benefits of this. The issues discussed in the focus group interviews related to what it felt like to be a member of a music group and the best aspects of participating in music activities. Participants in focus groups were also asked about their performance experiences. 

Questionnaires were prepared for those facilitating the music activities. These requested background information about qualifications and experience and what benefits they perceived for the participants. Individual interviews followed up information provided in the questionnaires in more depth. Fourteen music facilitators and eight staff facilitating non-music activities completed questionnaires. Interviews were undertaken with twelve music facilitators. 
A guide was produced for participants outlining the purpose of the research and how to complete the questionnaire. The questionnaires were distributed to all locations for completion by participants during the second week of the project (in October 2009). The questionnaires were returned to the researchers either by post ( for The Sage, Gateshead) or collected in person during or after the music sessions. Interviews were undertaken during visits to the sites in the spring of 2010. 

Data analysis 

The quantitative data collected in the questionnaires were analysed using SPSS.  The focus group interviews were transcribed and analysed through an iterative process outlined by Cooper and McIntyre (1993). The interviews were coded into themes using an iterative process, described by Tesch (1990) as empirical phenomenology, since it treats the participants’ accounts and thoughts about their own experience as data. The process involved:

1. Reading a random sample of scripts

2. Identifying points of similarity and difference among these transcripts in relation to the research questions

3. Generating theories against a new set of transcripts

4. Testing theories against a new set of transcripts

5. Testing new theories against transcripts that had already been dealt with

6. Carrying all existing theories forward to new transcripts

7. Repeating the above process until all data had been examined and all theories tested against all data (Cooper and McIntyre 1993). 

NVivo was utilized to facilitate the process. A range of themes emerged, which are reported in the findings section. 

The sample

A total of 500 older people took part in the study, including 398 (80%) who were involved in music groups and 102 (20%) who participated in other kinds of activities such as language groups, book groups, and yoga and social clubs. The sample was predominantly female (81%).

The majority of the participants in both the music and non-music activities were over the age of 50 years, with the exception of one of the choirs and the language groups in the Westminster Adult Education Service programme that were open to all adults. The ages of the participants were widely spread, with a range of 43 years. They were born between 1916 and 1967. The oldest participant was 93 years of age and the youngest 43 years of age. In the sample only three participants in the activities were under 50. These were omitted from the analysis. The modal age was 65 years. Of those participating in the music groups, 246 (73%) were in the Third Age (50–75 years) while 92 (23%) were in the  Fourth Age (over 75 years). Of those participating in the non-music activities 62 (75%) were in the Third Age and 21 (21%) in the Fourth Age. 

Socio-economic status: There were no statistically significant differences in socio-economic status between the music and non-music groups. In both groups there was a preponderance of those in professional occupations assessed by the Standard Occupational Classification (Office for National Statistics 2011). In the non-music group there was a greater proportion of those who classed themselves as housewife/retired. 

Prior musical experiences of the participants: Those who were not participating in music activities were asked whether music was important to them. A total of 37 individuals responded to this question. Of these, five said that music had never been important (14%), twenty indicated that they enjoyed music from time to time (54%), and twelve said that it played a central role in their lives (32%). 

In the music groups, 248 participants indicated that they had been involved in group music activities prior to the research. This constituted 76 per cent of those who responded to the question. Some participants had been involved in more than one activity. Most had been involved in singing in a choir (50 Per cent).  Of those participating in the music activities, 161 were involved in at least two activities at the centre that they were attending, 49 were involved in three activities, and fifteen in four activities. 

Instruments played by those actively participating in music-making: Those participating in the music groups were asked about the instruments that they played. Some played more than one instrument. A total of 159 participants indicated a first instrument. Of these, 82 (51.6%) played the piano, 25 played the ukulele (15.7%) and 23 the guitar (14.5%). Smaller numbers of participants played the recorder, drums, violin, steel pans/drums, flute, trumpet, bass, folk instruments or pan pipes, or engaged in theoretical studies and 55 participants reported playing another instrument. The most common was the ukulele.

Self-assessment of levels of musical expertise: Participants self-assessed their attainment on their first instrument as a child. A total of 21% considered themselves to be beginners, 42% average, 32% good and 6% very good. When asked to assess the level attained in their best instrument as an adult more classified themselves as beginners (29%), while 40% considered themselves as average, 28% as good and 4% as very good. 

Around 71 of those participating in the music groups responded to a question about graded examinations. Of these, 68 (96%) had taken graded examinations. The greatest proportion had attained Grade 5 (41%), with smaller percentages having achieved Grade 3 (17%), Grade 7 (9%), Grade 6 (7%), Grade 8 (7%), Grade 2 (7%) and Grade 1 (5%). Smaller percentages had achieved other grades or higher-level qualifications.

Reading musical notation: A total of 73% of the sample (238 individuals) actively engaged in making music indicated that they could read music. Of these, 44% indicated that their level of competency was basic, 28% indicated that it was average, 20% good and 8% very good.  

The role of music in daily lives: Participants in the music activities were asked to indicate what role active and passive musical engagement played in their daily lives.  Of those who responded, 26% said that they often practised at home, while 42% never did so.  And 80% reported that they sometimes or often sang at home, while 20% said that they either never sang at home or not often.  Over 90% indicated that playing or singing with others was something they did sometimes or often. A large majority of the sample indicated that they listened to recorded or live music, sometimes or often.

The facilitators

Of the music facilitators, four were male and ten female. In the non-music groups only one facilitator was male. All but two were white and most were British.  Overall, six had a teaching qualification. Of the musicians, seven had a Masters-level qualification, three had a music diploma and one had a level-three qualification.   Twelve indicated their highest graded music exam. For three this was Grade 5, one Grade 6 and eight Grade 8. The facilitators played a range of instruments, with the most popular being piano, voice, guitar and percussion. The facilitators were asked to rate their level of expertise on their instruments.  Eight of the facilitators rated themselves as ‘advanced’ on their first instrument, compared with one ‘very good’ and five ‘good’.  The music facilitators played a total of eighteen instruments at beginner level, 28 instruments at a ‘good’ level, thirteen at a ‘very good’ level and thirteen at an ‘advanced’ level. Music activities where respondents were employed as a facilitator included choirs, steel pan workshops, guitar classes, preschool music activities, music appreciation, ukulele classes, family music groups and primary school singing.

 Findings

Reasons for participation

Participants in music groups and the comparison (non-music) groups were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed with a series of statements relating to reasons for participation in group activities.  A four-point scale was used, ranging from 1=strongly disagree to 4=strongly agree. Table 1 sets out the mean responses and standard deviations from the music and non-music participants. An independent samples t-test was carried out to compare the music and non-music participants’ mean scores for each of the statements.  There were no statistically significant differences between those in the music and non-music groups except in relation to enjoyment of taking part in group activities, where the musicians gave more positive responses. This difference was statistically significant (t(173)=3.47, p=0.02). However, the magnitude of the differences in the means was very small (η2=0.005). Figure 1 shows the order of responses of the music group alone.  

Table 1: Reasons for participation of those attending music and non-music groups. 

	
	Music groups
	Other groups

	
	Mean
	SD
	Mean
	SD

	I really enjoy taking part in group activities
	3.73
	0.446
	3.43
	0.502

	Participation in group activities provides an opportunity for regular mental activity
	3.59
	0.494
	3.43
	0.502

	Acquiring new skills and knowledge is a very satisfying experience
	3.59
	0.507
	3.60
	0.497

	Participation in group activities helps me to remain socially active
	3.51
	0.554
	3.31
	0.577

	Participation in group activities is intellectually stimulating
	3.50
	0.529
	3.46
	0.505

	Participation in group activities is one way in which I remain involved in the community
	3.36
	0.610
	3.38
	0.551

	Participating in group activities has helped to reduce the effects of stress in my life
	3.32
	0.620
	3.27
	0.574

	Continuing lifelong learning is a priority for me
	3.32
	0.655
	3.46
	0.505

	I have experienced physical benefits from taking part in group activities
	3.18
	0.705
	3.12
	0.707

	Participating in group activities has given me an opportunity to show others what I can do
	3.17
	0.753
	3.17
	0.658

	Participating in group activities has given me an opportunity to help other people
	2.97
	0.685
	3.19
	0.592

	Participation in music has made me value opportunities for participation in performances
	3.35
	0.546
	
	

	Participation in music has given me an opportunity to perform
	3.38
	0.569
	
	


Figure 1 about here 

All of the facilitators from music and non-music groups were asked to suggest reasons for participants’ involvement and the perceived benefits of participation. The qualitative responses to this open question were coded, and the numbers of responses in each category are set out in Table 2. The reasons that facilitators suggested for participants becoming involved focused on meeting others, making friends, and learning and developing musical skills. Benefits included those related to learning and developing new skills, increased confidence and self-esteem, feelings of belonging, and opportunities for social interaction and enjoyment. 

Table 2: Reasons for and benefit of participation as perceived by all of the facilitators. 

	Themes
	Number of responses

	Perceived reasons for participation

	To meet others and make friends 
	15

	For fun/enjoyment
	5

	To learn and develop musical skills/challenge
	15

	To broaden horizons/perform
	3

	For a sense of belonging
	5

	Health
	4

	Perceived benefits

	Learn/develop new skills
	9

	Confidence/self-esteem
	7

	Sense of belonging/inclusion
	7

	Social interactions
	6

	Enjoyment/emotional satisfaction
	6

	Musically/intellectually stimulating
	4

	Sense of achievement 
	4

	Teamwork/community spirit
	2

	Health benefits
	2

	Provides structure to life
	1

	Realizing that music can be accessible
	1

	Other
	3


Findings from the qualitative data

Four main themes emerged from the analysis of the qualitative data from the focus groups. These were social benefits, cognitive benefits, emotional and mental health benefits, and physical health benefits.

Social Benefits 

There was general agreement that being part of a group provided opportunities for older learners to socialize, make new friends and derive a feeling of belonging. In addition, committing to a music group gave a structure to their life, as they had to prepare for the music sessions and physically attend the sessions. In addition, some participants described experiences of music-making activities with children or younger adults as very stimulating. However, participants who had never experienced intergenerational music activities feared that younger people would prefer different repertoire and learn faster than older people.  A predominant discussion point in the focus groups was the potential for music-making to provide purpose and meaning, in the sense that participants could make a contribution to their communities.  For example, some groups derived great pleasure from performing for older ‘Fourth Age’ adults in residential care. The data are presented in relation to the number of references made to a particular theme and the number of participants making reference to the theme (see Table 3). 

Table 3: Focus group perceptions of social relationships and interactions through music.
	Activities give structure to my life

Six sources; seven references

I think it has extended, sort of, my singing life. 

When I retired two years ago you are thinking ‘now what am I gonna do with myself?’

I have a quite a long journey to get here but it’s good because it is an easy journey and then I can do something else, you know, in the town afterwards. 

I think most of us are doing so much and we don’t have time to meet outside (laughing). We are here so often that you see people at the different groups. At the minute I am doing something Silver five days a week.

	Belonging 

Nine sources; eighteen references

It is the camaraderie with people and just liking to be with people and the relationships you make. 

I think you feel support from everybody. If there is a concert, we are altogether in it and you feel everybody is there for you.

There is definitely something in performing in a group, equal with everyone and you come out with a product at the end of it.

You feel part of a new project and something that is extremely positive. And you feel quite privileged actually. 

It’s that you are part of the group and you should be there. Because you are supporting the group and you can sing with what you know and you play the chords you can. Next year it will be twice as many [chords].

	Intergenerational – positive responses

Five sources; seven references

I feel younger 

That was lovely. It’s nice, warm. 

It’s good to sing with the younger generation, and the older generation as well, mixed, we get experience from each other.

	Intergenerational fears

Five sources; nine references

It’s not all young people can relate to older people.

If you teach a group of kids how to play the guitar, they will takeover. 

I think it’s nice that things are put together for older people – put it that way. There is a lot done for young people, you know, young people need this, that and the other and nothing for us.

We wouldn’t know the pop songs, they wouldn’t know our songs.

Well I can’t stand the noise, and the beat, and I don’t like the lack of melody, I don’t think there’s much melody in modern pop music, I think it’s much too noisy. But I can see how it grabs young people ...

	Social motivation

thirteen sources; 62 references

Everybody gets on really, really well

I was at a recorder consort playing the recorder and we had a madrigal group and we had a choir. So anything to do with choirs I joined. 

I joined an operatic society and I decided I would be an alto because there wasn’t very many of them.

We do stories and jokes, poems.

And the great thing about us is that although we didn’t know each other when we started, we’ve all become such good friends and are supportive of one another. With the bigger the group I think you lose some of that. 

We both go to the steering group so we both are quite interested in what goes on behind the scenes and that sort of thing.

I think the more we get on as people, the better we sing. 

It would actually be better for me to come on a Friday when I am already here doing other things but we don’t really want our group to break up

	Giving back to the community

Six sources; seventeen references

We go to schools and old people’s homes to entertain the children and the residents of homes. 

In residential homes it is singing with them, we are not really performing

If you’ve got some talent – give it to people!

Another thing is that we play at old people’s homes. It has been really nice to share with them and we’ve got a good response from them. They had a good time and they asked us back and it’s nice to give things.


The data derived from the questionnaires completed by all facilitators and the individual interviews with the music facilitators revealed a number of perceived social benefits. Thirteen facilitators mentioned positive social benefits, while seven talked about improved musical skills. What might have been seen as ‘fringe’ benefits of participation in music were prioritized by the facilitators of the older groups. The social benefits noted by facilitators ranged from opportunities for meeting people to developing social skills and fostering mutually beneficial intergenerational relationships (see Table 4).

Table 4: Wider social benefits reported by facilitators.
	Meeting others

Quite a lot of them are foreigners […] looking for a way to meet people […] like the Polish girl, who was really shy when she came. 

People generally come because they have an interest in music and would like to meet new people. This is especially important to those who have lost a partner or who aren’t able to get out as much as they would like. 

	Social skills and teamwork

[…] things like taking turns, having respect for other people, you know, working as a team, all these kind of non-musical aspects but I do think that there was a lot more respect amongst them by the end. 

[…] just being in a group of people who are trying to achieve the same thing, working in a team.

	Intergenerational relationships 

I think the great thing was that it was our group that was a lead group; the playgroup had sort of learnt a couple of songs to join in with across the morning but when it came to the showing, informal though it was, it was our group who were in the lead because we were doing stuff we’d practiced all term, and the younger generation were either listening or just joining in – not just joining in but following what we’d already done, so it wasn’t like the elderly group were just bystanders, sitting and watching the energy of the children, it was the other way round. The children were kind of amazed by the energy of this group.

I think the most enjoyable and successful, useful thing we’ve done is to invite the children from the schools and give them wartime experiences and sing some music with them which they would have learnt probably in school. The roof practically comes off when we have these 40 children.

When the children did come together with the adults and you could just feel that the energy, you know, the children brought, just brought everybody else alive as well and there was so much excitement about those sessions in particular.


The music facilitators observed that the activities they led for older people sometimes had profound positive social consequences.  Over and above the musical benefits, these music activities appeared to take on a fundamental role in the lives of the older participants, providing a sense of belongingness and community. Facilitators noted that through collaborative music-making, participants developed a deep sense of being connected with other group members.  

I think that for a lot of people, where there is something that they thought ‘we’ll try’, I think that now it’s part of their life. And that’s why they don’t like the long, big holidays because it’s something that they do so regularly and it’s […] They meet their friends, they come here, it’s a real routine for them. And I think for some people, it’s totally transformed their life because it has given them another whole world to belong to. (Female, instrumental and vocal groups)

We can’t imagine, I don’t think, the loneliness that some people suffer. You know, we laugh that if we have a ten o’clock session [the participants] will be here at half past eight; if we have a five o’clock session they’ll be here at lunch time because that is the day.  And very near the beginning, and it’s a very sad thing for me to say, a lady used to come in every Tuesday but she used to come at least an hour early and sit there and I remember saying to [a colleague] ‘She is in again, hasn’t she got a life?’ At the end of term she put a bottle of wine on my desk and a card that said ‘I just want to thank you for giving me a life after my husband died’. (Female, instrumental and vocal)

That’s the beauty of music, it really pulls people together, and once you’ve played music with somebody, especially if you’ve gone out and performed it, you’re always going to be more connected than you ever were before. (Male, creative activities)

Cognitive benefits 

The main cognitive benefits identified by the focus group participants were related to making music as a form of brain exercise, requiring high levels of concentration (Table 5).

Table 5: Cognitive benefits discussed in focus groups.
	Health – keeps brain working

Seven sources; eleven references

It is exercising the brain.

That keeps the brain working and I think that it is quite good for flexibility of the fingers, the concentration...

I feel so clever doing this.

You have to concentrate really hard and, you know, when you stop working you don’t do things like that and you tend not to concentrate on stuff. So, it’s very good to keep your brain going. 


The facilitators commented that the requirement in music activities to learn songs or instrumental parts, to work collaboratively with others, and to draw on previous experiences improved alertness and memory amongst participants.  One facilitator found that his group’s memories of life experiences were triggered by listening to or talking about music. There was also a benefit for the facilitator, who could include the memories as a resource for the group. 

I think it’s a great thing to tap into the group’s ideas and memories especially, all the group have got fabulous recollections of music and how it’s been part of their lives and that’s where a lot of the inspiration comes from […] given the combined experience of this group, it seems like someone has always got a story, whatever we listen to there’ll be some connection. We had some this morning. Well two of the group had been to New Orleans […] but also when we did the Danube a couple of weeks ago, a couple of people had been to places on the Danube and Dora had been on a river cruise, and she’d obviously had a wonderful holiday, it was like 40 years ago or something... I think we did a topic on New York, it’s not always places but sometimes it is, and Leonard Bernstein was part of that. John in the group said oh I know Leonard Bernstein, or he’d met him. […] Tell us the story. (Male, creative activity)

Through using music as a tool for reminiscence, some facilitators provided participants with opportunities to make significant links with their personal stories and to contribute meaningfully to (musical) social situations. This may have been particularly empowering for those living alone or with reduced social contact. Being able to remember songs also allowed participation by those who had visual impairment.  For example, a carer commented on the need for her father to learn the words before attending his singing group, using a song sheet and magnifying glass, because he was now registered blind. One facilitator was told by a participant in her group that for an hour and a half a week she got her husband back ‘because the music triggers something nothing else does. He doesn’t speak the rest of the time but in this group he will sing the songs he knows and then he is more alert’ (Female, vocal and instrumental groups).
Emotional and mental health benefits 

Participants referred to the relationship between music and emotional well-being. Some groups talked openly about the power of music in helping to overcome depression (Table 6).

Table 6: Music and emotional well-being reported in focus groups.
	Protection against depression

Three sources; three references

I did go to college to train to be a teacher but that didn’t kind of work out and I ended up having a nervous breakdown. But while I was there I was in a folk group for about two years and we used to sing every week in the same pub and on an odd occasion we sang at different places. 

I was reading about that in the news this week – how people are becoming more isolated and depressed. This causes illnesses among older people because they are lonely. The way to stop being lonely is to come into a place like this and meet friends

Sad things [have happened] like friends had died and my dog died and things like that and I was sad obviously but I didn’t have a depression.

	Health – uplifting and brings happiness

Twelve sources; 40 references

The predominant thing is still to get the enjoyment from the music and to pass that on to other people

And even perhaps they [audience] couldn’t mouth the words they were joining with the actions and their enthusiasm was quite infectious. 

Now, I can honestly say I look forward to going out to doing it because I enjoy it so much.

You actually physically get a tingle when something is good and you know it’s good. 


The facilitators also talked about the benefits in terms of positive mental health. The pleasure of taking part in music activities and the resulting positive effect on well-being was observed by facilitators. In some cases they were aware that participants in the music activities had ceased to take medication for depression and this was attributed to the musical engagement.

In terms of mental health, endless people have said how much this has made a difference to their lives; people who have lost partners, people who are in difficult family circumstances. […] And then people who sometimes take medication for depression or those kinds of things. When the sessions are running, they don’t need to take them anymore. But when sessions stop for the summer, for example, they have to go back onto medication. (Male, vocal groups) 

There is this magical thing about music that makes you feel good. I think that for a lot of people it really lifts the mood and you’ll find for quite a lot of people who are widowed, it just provides a sort of outlet for them.(Female, vocal group)

I think, it does help well-being, we-all-feel-it sort of thing. I think, you know, just having a chance to interact with people and have a good laugh. As they keep saying...‘Oh, it’s a good laugh, isn’t it?’ (Female, creative activity)

Singing in particular was viewed as emotionally beneficial. One interviewee used the word ‘euphoria’ for the post-activity state of mind.

It’s not just the physical, you know, the oxygenation of their good sing, it’s how you feel after you sing. (Female, vocal and instrumental groups)

People state that they feel happier once they have sung; music can help with mood generally. (Female, vocal group)

Music groups were also recognized as a vehicle for respite for carers.  In this vein, group activities were a way of caring for the carers. Facilitators perceived part of their role as being providing stress-free opportunities that supported positive mental health.

A lot of our participants are carers of either their partners or their parents, who are suffering from dementia or whatever, so they have a really stressful time. And what we are doing here is providing them with that small escape where they don’t have to think about any of that. I do think that’s a fundamental part of what we do. (Male, vocal groups) 

Facilitators talked about the benefits for their participants in terms of higher confidence levels and empowerment. The observed change in participants, noted by facilitators, was very marked in some cases.

There is another lady who had escaped a really abusive relationship that she has been in for twenty or thirty years and she just kind of ran away basically from her husband […] and she was really shy and nervous and she was hanging around this room when the [choir] was going on and [one of the facilitators] saw her and she came out in the interval and said ‘do you want to come in? She was very timid and wouldn’t talk to anyone but kind of like stuck in the corner and listened for a bit and now two years on, three years on, she is one of the most confident of our participants and she is really active in the community [here]. […] Considering the first one or two sessions she was so quiet, she barely spoke. I wasn’t really sure if she could speak properly and she has really blossomed […]. At the beginning she didn’t want to do anything. She kind of said ‘no, no. I just want to sit here’ and everybody else, you know, the other residents or the staff here they kind of, well, you know how it has been. They kind of all went along and said ‘no, no she won’t do it’. But we tried to still, even if she said I don’t want anything actually, we found out that if you gave her an egg shaker she would take it and then she would use it and then in her own way she was kind of taking part. And actually she was probably the most constant person for the whole project. She is there every week and she’s got slightly more adventurous. (Male, vocal groups)

Facilitators recounted instances where they had observed participants being empowered with greater confidence and autonomy, referring to unexpected accomplishments, new (non-domestic) roles or identities, and greater participation. Facilitators noted that a sense of being part of, and contributing in a wider sense to, their music  community,  rather than being ‘students’ in a hierarchical learning structure, led to some participants taking on other roles. 

They have real faith in this programme and they support it in many ways – financially is one of them; and a lot of them volunteer to do things. A lot of them, you know, say ‘I want to be the person in charge of taking photos in this group’, or ‘I want to sell the tickets’ or ‘I want to take the register’. A lot of them feel that it’s theirs. (Female, vocal groups)

Physical health benefits

In addition to mental health, facilitators also recognized the value of music-making for their older participants’ physical well-being, citing specific instances of improved health. 

There is a lady who is a wheelchair user and she has various conditions and one of them is connected with her breathing. And she started coming to the singing group about three years ago, and she has always had an operation every year to help her with her breathing and then when she started singing she didn’t need to have this operation that year because her breathing improved substantially.(Male, vocal groups)

Singing in particular was perceived as having a direct benefit for physical health through oxygenation of the blood and lung use. The physical nature of some music activities encouraged the use of warm-up exercises by facilitators, such as stretching and controlled breathing. A parallel was drawn by one facilitator between music and sport in terms of physical benefits. 

Discussion

The research has limitations. Focus group interviews were not undertaken with those in the non-music groups, making it impossible to make direct comparisons between the music and other groups. It may be that participation in any group activity has similarly strong social, cognitive, emotional, health and well-being benefits, although where direct comparisons have been made, music does seem to produce stronger effects than other activities (see Hallam et al. in press; Creech et al. in press). 

The findings have demonstrated that older people have a range of reasons for participation in music activities. For the music groups the strongest responses were in relation to their enjoyment of participation. This was greater than for participants in other groups. The music groups also had a stronger response (although it was not statistically significant) in relation to group activity providing them with the opportunity for regular mental activity. The greatest variability for both groups was in relation to experiencing physical benefits and showing others what they were capable of, perhaps arising from the differences in the specific activities with which the participants were engaged.  The facilitators perceived similar reasons for participation to those participating, although they tended to stress the social benefits to a greater extent. 

There were many perceived benefits for well-being of participation in active music-making. There may be a number of reasons for this. There is extensive evidence of the impact of music on moods and emotions. Music can generate feelings of well-being, can facilitate working through difficult emotions, and is frequently linked to spirituality (see Juslin and Sloboda 2001 for reviews). The impact on emotions may explain why in the study reported here music activities were viewed as more enjoyable than other activities. Music is also distinctive in that it is organized in an ongoing temporal context (Serafine 1988). For those participating in making music the cognitive demands are immediate, requiring highly focused concentration. The group nature of the activity also means that if a single individual makes an error, performance can be marred for the whole group. All of the participating music groups gave public performances, which may have provided additional motivation to the participants to make a positive contribution and not be responsible for making errors. Public performance also enabled participants to feel that they were giving something back to the community. Making music also requires physical activity, which may include specific movements in playing an instrument or having to breathe more deeply than usual. These have the potential to benefit health. Overall, a wide range of social, emotional, cognitive and health benefits can be attributed to participation in music-making.  Facilitators and participants alike contributed many examples of these benefits, drawn from their own experiences. 

The findings reported here along with existing evidence indicate the desirability for music activities to be made available for older people in local communities. The cost of such provision is relatively small in comparison with the savings  in terms of providing care or other health provision for older people. Choirs and instrumental groups providing for a variety of interests and for those who might be complete beginners or have some level of existing expertise are indicated if music activity is to be used as a preventative intervention to facilitate healthy ageing.    

Acknowledgements

This research was part of the New Dynamics of Aging programme which was funded across the five UK research councils: AHRC, BBSRC, EPSRC, ESRC, MRC.   

References 

Ageconcern (2008), ‘The age agenda 2008: Public policy and older people’, Age Concern, London, http://www.ageconcern.org.uk/AgeConcern/Documents/AA_2008_Report.pdf. Accessed 5 October 2011.

Baltes, P. B. and Smith, J. (2003), ‘New frontiers in the future of aging: From successful aging of the young old to the dilemmas of the fourth age’, Gerontology, 49:2, p. 123-35.

Byrgen, L. A., Konlaan, B. B. and Johnasson, W. E. (1996), ‘Attendance at cultural events, reading books or periodicals, and making music or singing in a choir as determinants for survival: Swedish interview survey of living conditions’, British Medical Journal, 313:7072, pp. 1577–80.

Cacioppo, J. T. and Berntson, G. G. (2000), ‘Multilevel integrative analyses of human behavior: Social neuroscience and the complementing’, Psychological Bulletin, 126:6, pp. 829-43.

Christensen, K., Doblhammer, G., Rau, R. and Vaupel, J. (2009), ‘Ageing populations: The challenges ahead’, The Lancet, 374:9696, pp. 1196–08.

Clift, S., Nicol, J., Raisbeck, M., Whitmore, C. and Morrison, I. (2010), ‘Group singing, well-being and health: A systematic mapping of research evidence’, Folkestone, Kent, UK: Sidney De Haan Research Centre for Arts and Health, Canterbury Christ Church University.

Cohen, G. D., Perlstein, S., Chapline, J., Kelly, J., Firth, K. M. and Simmens, S. (2006), ‘The impact of professionally conducted cultural programs on the physical health, mental health, and social functioning of older adults’, The Gerontologist, 46:6, pp. 726–34.

____ (2007), ‘The impact of professionally conducted cultural programs on the physical health, mental health and social functioning of older adults – 2-year results’, Journal of Aging, Humanities and the Arts, 1:1-2, pp. 5–22.

Cohen, S. and Doyle, W. J. (1997), ‘Social ties and susceptibility to the common cold’, JAMA: Journal of the American Medical Association, 277:24, p. 1940-4.

Cooper, P. and McIntyre, D. (1993), ‘Commonality in teachers’ and pupils’ perceptions of effective classroom learning’, British Journal of Educational Psychology, 63:3, pp. 381–99. 

Creech, A., Hallam, S., Gaunt, H., Pincas, A., McQueen, H. and Varvarigou, M. (in press), ‘The power of music in the lives of older adults’, Research Studies in Music Education.

Creswell, J. W., Plano Clark, V. L., Gutmann, M. L. and Hanson, W. E. (2003), ‘Advanced mixed methods research designs’, in A. Tashakkori and C. Teddlie (eds), Handbook of Mixed Methods in Social and Behavioral Research, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, pp. 209–40.

Fillit, H., Butler, R., O’Connell, A., Albert, M., Birren, J., Cotman, C. (2002), ‘Achieving and maintaining cognitive vitality with aging’, Mayo Clinic Proceedings, 77:7, July, pp. 681–96.

Fowler, J. H. and Christakis, N. A. (2009), ‘Dynamic spread of happiness in a large social network: Longitudinal analysis of the Framingham heart study social network’,  BMJ: British Medical Journal, 338:7685, pp. 23-32.

Fullagar, S. (2008), ‘Leisure practices as counter-depressants: Emotion-work and emotion-play within women’s recovery from depression’, Leisure Sciences, 30:1, pp. 35–52.

Gembris, H. (2008), ‘Musical activities in the third age: An empirical study with amateur musicians’, paper presented at the Second European Conference on Developmental Psychology of Music, 10-12th September, Roehampton University, England.

Gilleard, C. and Higgs, P. (1998), ‘Old people as users and consumers of healthcare: A third age rhetoric for a fourth age reality?’, Ageing & Society, 18:2, pp. 233–48.

GOScience (2008), ‘Foresight mental capital and well-being project’, The Government Office for Science, London.

Hallam, S., Creech, A., Varvarigou, M., McQueen, H. and Gaunt, H. (in press), ‘Does active engagement in community music promote enhanced quality of life in older people?’, Psychology of Music.  

Hays, T. and Minichiello, V. (2005), ‘The contribution of music to quality of life in older people: An Australian qualitative study’, Ageing & Society, 25:2, pp. 261–78.

Houston, D. M., McKee, K. J., Carroll, L. and Marsh, H. (1998), ‘Using humour to promote psychological well-being in residential homes for older people’, Aging & Mental Health, 2:4, pp. 328–32.

Jamieson, A. (2007), ‘Higher education study in later life: What is the point?’, Ageing & Society, 27:3, pp. 363–84.

Juslin, P. N. and Sloboda, J. A. (eds) (2001), Music and Emotion: Theory and Research, Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. 

Lally, E. (2009), ‘“The power to heal us with a smile and a song”: Senior well-being, music-based participatory arts and the value of qualitative evidence’, Journal of Arts and Communities, 1:1, pp. 25–44.

Laslett, P. (1989), A Fresh Map of Life: The Emergence of the Third Age, London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson.

Office for national statistics  (2011), ‘Centenarians’, http://www.statistics.gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp?id=1875. Accessed 21 February 2011.

Saarikallio, S. (2011), ‘Music as emotional self-regulation throughout adulthood’, Psychology of Music, 39:3, pp. 307-27.
Sandgren, M. (2009), ‘Evidence of strong immediate well-being effects of choral singing – with more enjoyment for women than for men’, Proceedings of the  7th Triennial Conference of European Society for the Cognitive Sciences of Music (ESCOM 2009), Jyväskylä, Finland,  pp. 475-9.

Schorr-Lesnick, B., Teirstein, A. S., Brown, L. K. and Miller, A. (1985), ‘Pulmonary function in singers and wind-instrument players’, Chest, 88:2, pp. 201–05.

Scourfield, P. (2007), ‘Helping older people in residential care remain full citizens’, British Journal of Social Work, 37:7, pp. 1135-52.

Serafine, M. L. (1988), Music as Cognition: The Development of Thought in Sound, New York: Oxford University Press.

Smith, J. (2003), ‘The gain-loss dynamic in lifespan development: Implications for change in self and personality during old and very old age’, in U. M. Staudinger and U. Lindenberger (eds), Understanding Human Development: Dialogues with Lifespan Psychology, Boston: Kluwer, pp. 215–41.

Smith, K. P. and Christakis, N. A. (2008), ‘Social networks and health’, Annual Review of Sociology, 34, August, p. 405-29.

Taylor, A. and Hallam, S. (2008), ‘Understanding what it means for older students to learn basic musical skills on a keyboard instrument’, Music Education Research, 10:2, pp. 285–306.

Tesch, R.  (1990), Qualitative Research: Analysis Types and Software Tools, Hampshire: The Falmer Press.

Wise, G. W., Hartmann, D. J. and Fisher, B. J. (1992), ‘Exploration of the relationship between choral singing and successful aging, psychological reports’, Psychological Reports, 703c, pp. 1175–83.

Yong, E. (2009), ‘Secrets of the centenarians. Life begins at 100’, New Scientist, 7 September, 2724, http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20327241.20327300-secrets-of-the-centenarians-life-begins-at-20327100.html. Accessed 20 October 2011.

Zanini, C. R. and Leao, E. T. (2006), ‘Therapeutic choir: A music therapist looks at the new millennium elderly’, Voices: A World Forum for Music Therapy, 6:2. https://normt.uib.no/index.php/voices/article/viewArticle/249/193. Accessed 20 October 2011.

Contributor details

Professor Susan Hallam is Professor of Education at the Institute of Education, University of London, and Dean of the Faculty of Policy and Society. She has published extensively in relation to music psychology and music education, including Instrumental Teaching: A Practical Guide to Better Teaching and Learning (1998), The Power of Music (2001) and Music Psychology in Education (2005), and she is co-editor of The Oxford Handbook of Psychology of Music (2009) and Music Education in the 21st Century in the United Kingdom.  She is past editor of Psychology of Music, Psychology of Education Review and Learning Matters. 

Dr Andrea Creech is Senior Lecturer in Education at the Institute of Education, University of London. Following a career as an orchestral musician in Canada and the United Kingdom, she was director of a Community Music School in the Republic of Ireland, developing programmes for learners of all ages.  Since completing her Ph.D. in Psychology in Music Education, Andrea has been project manager for funded research projects in the areas of musical development and music and well-being.   Andrea has presented at international conferences and published widely.

Dr Maria Varvarigou has been performing as a solo singer, oboist and chorister for many years. She has participated in several recordings of Greek traditional songs and has developed great interest in performance practices of traditional music. She currently combines teaching and research in various funded research projects in the area of music education, at the Institute of Education. She completed her Ph.D. in 2009 as a scholar of the A.S. Onassis Foundation. In January 2010 she became a Fellow of the Royal Society for the encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce (RSA).

Dr Hilary McQueen is a lecturer at the Institute of Education, University of London. She is currently a tutor on the post-compulsory Initial Teacher Education programmes. She is also a researcher, most recently contributing to the Music for Life Project and a longitudinal study of Musical Futures as an approach to teaching secondary school music. 

Contact: Susan Hallam, Institute of Education, University of London, 20 Bedford Way, London WC1H OAL, UK.
E-mail s.hallam@ioe.ac.uk; a.creech@ioe.ac.uk; m.varvarigou@ioe.ac.uk; h.mcqueen@ioe.ac.uk
40

