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Final report on research exchange — Emily Cousins

| am a second year PhD student at the University of Nottingham in England, based at the Institute of
Mental Health. My research area is the arts and dementia, and my project is part of a Doctoral Training
Centre funded by the Alzheimer’s Society (UK) called TAnDem (The Arts and Dementia) which aims to
strengthen and refine the evidence base for arts activities for people with dementia. My project hopes
to define and describe arts interventions for people with dementia so that their benefits can be
communicated and understood using a common language.

Last year | successfully applied for an INTERDEM Academy Fellowship to join Professor Hanne Mette
Ridder and a team of practicing and researching music therapists at Aalborg University in Denmark, in
order to undertake a case study on music therapy as part of my PhD research. My particular aim for the
case study was to carry out data collection related to music therapy — through observations, focus
groups and interviews — in order to understand more about music as an art form, and therapy as a
clinical approach.

My visit began just after Easter, where | was invited to join the week long PhD course in Music Therapy
Research at Aalborg University, based at the impressive Musikkens Hus (Music House) concert venue
that sits overlooking the Limfjord. The course offered a brilliant opportunity to learn from a range of
lectures and discussions given by colleagues and peers from several countries. | was also given the
chance to present my work, share ideas and receive some very helpful feedback.

Most of my time in Denmark was dedicated to observing and participating in a range of music sessions
and activities for people with dementia which were led by qualified music therapists. | made weekly
visits to a beautiful care home where | spent the day with the music therapist, care staff and people with
dementia, and a series of afternoon visits to a fantastic music and activity group. Alongside this, |
conducted a number of interviews with music therapists and researchers, as well as facilitated several
focus groups with music therapists, researchers, care staff and people with dementia. | also met with
music therapists who were working with different client groups, for example those with an acquired
brain injury or those receiving end of life care, in order to give me diverse perspectives on how music
therapy is attuned to individual needs. This was an interesting insight into person centred care and
therapeutic support on a one-to-one basis.



| was conducting an exploratory case study that sought to gain an introductory understanding of music
therapy, primarily for people with dementia, using ethnographic methods. | was interested to
understand how music therapists themselves define and describe their practice. | also wished to apply
and test findings from my literature review and prior data collection about arts interventions to the
context of music therapy, in order to identify the component parts of a music therapy session. My data
collection was driven by a qualitative approach, comprising field note reflections, diary entries and
observations, as well as recorded interviews and focus groups. | shall now use inductive and deductive
thematic analysis to interpret the data | have gathered. While it may not be possible to draw
generalizable conclusions given the sample size, the case study will offer rich insight and narrative depth
into individual experiences as well as the process of describing the arts — the key task of my PhD.

It was a privilege to meet so many welcoming and talented music therapists and care staff during my
time in Denmark, as well as spend quality time with people with dementia, building meaningful
relationships over a number of weeks. One of my most important research findings was understanding
how music could enable and sustain a connection across language barriers. Taking part in group music
sessions with people with dementia, | had a unique participant perspective as a researcher. Unable to
understand or speak Danish, the music became two things: my main focus of analysis without the
distraction of words, and my prime mode of interaction with others. Helpfully, this took me to the heart
of the therapeutic relationship. Music engages, expresses, reflects and validates in ways that are
mutually supportive, creating a shared dialogue. Using egg shakers and drums, eye contact and voice, |
saw and felt how | could converse and speak across nationality, generation and mother tongue. Smiles
and melody, laughter and rhythm: these can say so much.

Outside of my research work, | immersed myself in Danish life and its glorious culture of music and song.
| joined a lovely choir and was able to take part in their summer concert of Danish, Swedish, Spanish and
English music. In my spare time, | visited nearby Aarhus, the current European Capital of Culture, as well
as attending concerts, the theatre, and visiting art galleries and museums. These extra-curricular
activities allowed me to reflect in different ways on the place that the arts and culture have in our
society and the crucial role the arts have for health and wellbeing.

| would like to take this opportunity to say a huge thank you to everyone who has supported me and
helped to make this experience so memorable and special: to the INTERDEM Academy for giving me the
opportunity; to Hanne Mette and her colleagues at the Musikkens Hus for their kindness and hospitality;
to the music therapists and care staff | observed and interviewed; to the choir | joined and sang with; to
my supervisors at Nottingham; and to the people with dementia who welcomed me so warmly to their
groups and included me in their songs and games. Now | have returned to Nottingham, | am looking
forward to analysing my data and using this new knowledge and these findings to enrich and improve
my research so it can hopefully make a valuable contribution to the lives of people living with dementia.



