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Background: The wellbeing of people living with dementia and their family caregivers
may be impacted by stigma, changing roles, and limited access to meaningful
opportunities as a dyad. Group therapeutic songwriting (TSW) and qualitative interviews
have been utilized in music therapy research to promote the voices of people with
dementia and family caregivers participating in separate songwriting groups but not
together as dyads.

Procedures: This study aimed to explore how ten people with dementia/family
caregiver dyads experienced a 6-week group TSW program. Dyads participated in
homogenous TSW groups involving 2–4 dyads who were either living together in the
community (2 spousal groups) or living separately because the person with dementia
resided in a care home (1 family group, 1 spousal group). The TSW program, informed
by personhood, couplehood, family centered and group process frameworks, involved
creating original lyrics through song parody and song collage. Qualified Music Therapists
facilitated sessions and interviewed each dyad separately. Interviews were analyzed
using interpretative phenomenological analysis.

Findings: Five recurrent group themes were developed, indicating group TSW: (1) was a
positive shared experience, benefiting both members of the dyad and motivating further
engagement with music; (2) stimulated mental processes and reignited participants’
interests and skills; (3) provided meaningful opportunities for reflection and connection
with memories and life experiences; and (4) prompted interaction and collaboration,
leading to social connections, empathic relationships and experiences of inclusion.
Participants also highlighted how: (5) the facilitated process supported engagement,
highlighting abilities and challenging doubts.
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Conclusion: Dyads identified group TSW as an opportunity to recognize strengths,
voice ideas and opinions, share meaningful experiences, and do “more with music.”
Participants valued TSW as a new, creative and stimulating experience that enabled
connection with self and others and led to feelings of pride and achievement. Our
findings further recognize how therapeutic intention and approach were reflected in
participants’ engagement and responses regardless of dementia stage and type, dyad
relationship, or musical background. This research may broaden perspectives and
expand understanding about how people with dementia and their family caregivers
access and engage in music therapy.

Keywords: group therapeutic songwriting, music therapy, people with dementia/family caregiver dyads,
personhood, couplehood, family centeredness, interpretative phenomenological analysis

INTRODUCTION

The health and wellbeing of people with dementia and
their family caregivers is highly interconnected, requiring
acknowledgment of unique individual and shared relational lived
experiences (McGillick and Murphy-White, 2016). Research has
attempted to elucidate the lived experiences of people with
dementia (Wolverson et al., 2016; Low et al., 2017) and family
caregivers (McCabe et al., 2016; Egilstrod et al., 2019; Hennings
and Froggatt, 2019), although the perspectives of people with
dementia have received less research attention (Thompson
et al., 2020). Findings suggest that people with dementia
seek to maintain or adjust self-identity, engage in meaningful
activities, and continue personal growth, while contending with
experiences of public- and self-stigma and concerns about lack
of control in the present and future (Milne, 2011; Wolverson
et al., 2016; Low et al., 2017; Nguyen and Li, 2020). Family
caregivers, whether cohabitating or living separately because
their family member with dementia resides in a care home,
also recognize concerns about the future, managing role and
relationship changes, and meeting their own personal, physical
and psychological health and wellbeing needs (McCabe et al.,
2016; Egilstrod et al., 2019; Hennings and Froggatt, 2019).
Importantly, both people with dementia and family caregivers
recognize the impact of social interaction, partnerships and
connection on sense of self and wellbeing, highlighting the need
for social support, meaningful relationships, and empathic group
experiences (Milne, 2011; Hennings and Froggatt, 2019).

Recently, there has been an increasing awareness of people
with dementia and family caregiver dyads’ shared and dynamic
relational experiences (Ablitt et al., 2009; Wadham et al., 2016;
Conway et al., 2018). The concept of “couplehood” (Hellström
et al., 2007) builds on the seminal work of Kitwood (1997)
and Keady (1999) and acknowledges how couples work together
in interdependent, reciprocal and complementary ways to
sustain their relationship and each other’s active engagement
in meaningful life experiences (Hellström et al., 2007). This
focus has extended to “family centeredness” in dementia care,
a concept that also has roots in person-centered care (Hao and
Ruggiano, 2020). The family centered care model encourages
mutual support among families, considers quality of life of the
family unit, and recognizes the valuable contributions of both

the person receiving care and families providing care (Hao and
Ruggiano, 2020). These models acknowledge both individual
and centralized voices of people with dementia and their family
caregivers as experts in their personal and shared experiences.
Qualitative research reviews exploring shared experiences of
dyads further recognize the need for dyad-based psychosocial
interventions that provide opportunities for teamwork and
meaningful joint experiences (Ablitt et al., 2009; Wadham et al.,
2016; Conway et al., 2018; Hao and Ruggiano, 2020).

Music-based psychosocial interventions with people
with dementia and their family caregivers offer accessible
opportunities for active participation and enjoyment, experiences
of mutuality and togetherness, and social connection with others
in a similar situation (McDermott et al., 2013; Unadkat et al.,
2017; Clark et al., 2018; Tamplin and Clark, 2019). Music is a
powerful stimulus of autobiographical memories for people with
dementia that is linked closely with self-identity and life history,
and supports emotional expression and relationship-building
(McDermott et al., 2014; Cuddy et al., 2015). As people with
dementia are often able to access musical knowledge and skills
using intact implicit or procedural musical memory, music-based
interventions can also offer opportunities for experiences of
leadership, achievement, and success (Spiro, 2010; Jacobsen
et al., 2015), as well as alternative forms of self-expression
and connection when verbal communication is difficult or
confronting (McDermott et al., 2013). The psychosocial model
of music in dementia, developed through thematic analysis of
interviews with people with dementia, their family members,
care home staff, and music therapists, further explains how music
supports the personal psychology of people with dementia and
social psychology of their care environment, leading to positive
ripple effects among family and formal caregivers (McDermott
et al., 2014). This psychosocial potential of music is enhanced
in music therapy contexts by the client-therapist relationship
and ability of trained music therapists to meet social, emotional,
cultural, and personal needs of individuals with dementia
(McDermott et al., 2013).

Research on dyad-based music therapy interventions with
people with dementia and their family caregivers has been an
evolving process. Early research examining the effects of active
music therapy interventions suggested symptoms of dementia
were reduced and family caregiver satisfaction was improved in
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dyads living together (Brotons and Marti, 2003) and separately
when the person with dementia resided in a care home
(Clair and Ebberts, 1997). Other dyad-based research exploring
family caregiver-delivered music interventions guided by music
therapists found that dyads who regularly shared music together
experienced enhanced mutual engagement, relationship quality,
and emotional wellbeing, as described by family caregivers of
people with dementia in both community (Hanser et al., 2011;
Baker et al., 2012) and residential care contexts (Clair, 2002).
More recent research has captured the perspectives of both
participants with dementia and their family caregivers who
attended community-based therapeutic singing groups together
(Clark et al., 2018; Tamplin et al., 2018). Findings recognized the
complex interactions and affinity within and between dyads in
the group, encompassing enjoyment of therapeutic group singing
as a mutually meaningful experience, leading to development of
empathic friendships, and individual experiences of happiness
and pride. Importantly, dyads in this study highlighted feelings
of togetherness and mutual benefits from being able to attend
together. In the evolution of dyad-based music therapy research,
we can see development from a medical focus on deficit and
burden (Clair and Ebberts, 1997; Brotons and Marti, 2003),
through to a focus on relational needs from the perspectives
of caregivers (Clair, 2002; Hanser et al., 2011; Baker et al.,
2012), and more recently a recognition of dyad mutuality and
shared experiences among people with dementia and their family
caregivers (Clark et al., 2018; Tamplin et al., 2018).

Therapeutic songwriting (TSW) is a music therapy
intervention that has been used in research with people
with dementia (Silber and Hes, 1995; Hong and Choi, 2011;
Baker and Stretton-Smith, 2017) and family caregivers of people
with dementia (Baker and Yeates, 2018; Baker et al., 2018; García-
Valverde et al., 2019). Group TSW provides a forum to express
and be heard with others who have similar life experiences and
understandings (Baker, 2015). As a task-orientated process that
often occurs over several sessions, opportunities for teamwork,
social connection, and personal exploration may be intensified
in songwriting groups (Baker, 2015). Baker (2015) recognized
three group TSW approaches: (1) insight-orientated involving
the exploration of feelings to develop insight and reconcile
conflicting internal emotions; (2) narrative or storytelling as
an opportunity to process feelings about the past, present,
and future; and (3) psycho-educational songwriting as a way
to shift thinking and identify strategies to deal with stressors.
To date, research has explored TSW with separate groups
attended by either people with dementia or family caregivers,
but there does not appear to be any studies where people with
dementia and their family caregivers participated in TSW groups
together as dyads.

Based on findings from systematic reviews, TSW has received
less attention than other music therapy methods with people
with dementia (McDermott et al., 2013; Fusar-Poli et al., 2018;
van der Steen et al., 2018; Li et al., 2019), possibly due to an
assumption that songwriting may be too cognitively demanding.
However, existing studies have challenged these assumptions.
Early research by Silber and Hes (1995) involved community-
dwelling people with dementia who attended weekly group

sessions creating new lyrics to existing and unknown melodies.
Findings based on researcher observations, suggested that
group TSW stimulated preserved memory, creative processes,
robust social discussion and expression of previously repressed
emotions (Silber and Hes, 1995). A randomized controlled
trial by Hong and Choi (2011) also found that people with
dementia living in residential care who participated in a
16-week TSW program had improved pre to post overall
cognition, language, orientation, and memory when compared
to usual care. Finally, Baker and Stretton-Smith (2017) used
interpretative phenomenological analysis of interviews to explore
the experiences of four people with dementia and support staff
who attended a 10-week group TSW program at a dementia care
day center. Both participants with dementia and staff described
TSW as a creative, collaborative and motivating experience
that highlighted ability and led to enhanced feelings of social
connection, belonging, confidence, and achievement. Further,
while participants recognized TSW as a new and challenging
process, they welcomed opportunities for mental stimulation and
learning. This preliminary research suggests that group TSW
may offer many social, emotional, cognitive, and psychological
benefits for people with dementia living at home and in
residential aged care.

Group TSW with family caregivers of people with dementia
offers an alternative mode to traditional counseling where
participants work together to explore personal identity, express
emotions and feelings, and identify supportive strategies (Baker,
2017). Klein and Silverman (2012) used a psycho-educational
approach to compare TSW and discussion groups with family
caregivers of people with dementia and found that, while both
interventions led to an improved understanding about self-care,
TSW was more “fun” and enjoyable. Recent quantitative research
found that 6 and 12 week group TSW programs resulted in
moderate to large effects, suggesting that depression (Baker et al.,
2018; García-Valverde et al., 2019) and anxiety (García-Valverde
et al., 2019) might be reduced with fully powered samples.
Further, analysis of qualitative interview data recognized how
group TSW was different to traditional carer support groups as
it provided valuable opportunities to explore and voice positive
feelings, as well as challenges, around the “whole carer journey,”
leading to the acknowledgment of personal strengths and growth
(Baker et al., 2018).

While it is clear that group TSW offers benefits for people
with dementia and their family caregivers attending separate
groups, to our knowledge, there is no research examining group
TSW with people with dementia and their family caregivers
participating together as dyads. The current study aimed to
address this gap, while building on existing dyad-based music
therapy research. We also aimed to promote the voices of research
participants by answering the question: how do people with
dementia and their family caregivers describe their experiences
of participating in a group TSW program? Focus was given to
dyads’ experiences of participating together and as individuals
within a group context. This qualitative enquiry took place
alongside a feasibility study testing the acceptability of the
intervention and sensitivity and appropriateness of outcome
measures (Clark et al., 2020).
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PROCEDURES

This paper reports interpretative phenomenological analysis
of interviews conducted with dyads who completed a quasi-
experimental pre–post feasibility trial examining a 6-week group
TSW program (Clark et al., 2020). The project was funded by the
Dementia Australia Research Foundation (Hazel Hawke Research
and Dementia Care Grant) with approval from the University
of Melbourne Human Ethics Committee (Ethics I.D. 1851252.1).
All participants either signed informed consent or, if participants
were unable to provide written consent because of advanced
dementia, verbal assent was sought, and signed consent was
provided by a family member with power of attorney who was
not participating in the study.

Epoché
An epoché was developed prior to the analysis of interviews by
authors 1 and 6 to depict the researchers’ conscious identification
and bracketing off of predetermined thoughts and ideas related
to group TSW with people with dementia and their family
caregivers (Hiller, 2016). Author 1 has practiced music therapy
for 13 years and nursing for 20 years. Her clinical work
and research have broadly focused on various music therapy
methods with people with dementia and their family caregivers
in community and healthcare contexts. Through this work, she
has developed the preconceptions that people with dementia
and their family caregivers may: (1) benefit both as individuals
and dyads from participation in group TSW together; (2) value
the socially and mentally stimulating aspects of group TSW;
(3) experience mutuality following participation in group TSW.
Author 6 has practiced as a music therapist for 3 years, including
with people with dementia in community, aged care and inpatient
contexts. She has also been involved in research with people
with dementia and family caregivers participating in separate
TSW groups. Through this clinical and research experience,
the following preconceptions were developed: (1) people with
dementia may find TSW challenging, novel and/or rewarding;
(2) family caregivers may value TSW as an opportunity for
self-expression; (3) both people with dementia and family
caregivers may describe group TSW as a positive opportunity for
socialization and connection.

Participants
Dyads were recruited for the primary feasibility study through
partnering not-for-profit organizations providing community
support and residential care for older adults in Melbourne,
Australia. Participants were eligible if they had functional
hearing (with or without aids) and were aged 18 years
or older. Participation was not restricted by dementia type,
dyad relationship or living situation (Clark et al., 2020).
Dyads who completed the TSW intervention were invited to
participate in interviews.

The primary study included four homogenous TSW groups,
which were formed based on dyads’ location, relationship, and
living arrangement, including spousal dyads living together in
their own homes (groups 1 and 2), and spousal (group 3) and
family (group 4) dyads living separately as the person with

dementia resided in a care home (see Figure 1, Songwriting
groups). From the ten dyads (20 participants) who completed
the TSW intervention, nine people with dementia and all
family caregivers agreed to participate in interviews. One family
caregiver was interviewed alone as their spouse was unable to
participate due to advanced dementia. One participant with
dementia who was interviewed used a supportive communication
device. For participants with dementia living in residential care
facilities, time since moving into care ranged from 6 to 24 months
(M = 14 months) (see Table 1, Participant characteristics).

Before beginning the program, participants were asked to
describe their musical backgrounds during a music therapy
assessment. Musical backgrounds were diverse, ranging from
enjoyment of music listening, concerts and musicals, to histories
of formal music tuition, choir singing, piano playing and
ballroom dancing. Most participants had music participation
experience from childhood and adolescence, although one
participant with dementia had taken piano lessons as a memory
strategy following diagnosis, and three participants were actively
involved in music at the time of the study through singing in
a therapeutic choir for people with dementia and their family
members and playing piano at church.

TSW Theoretical Approach and
Intervention
As there is no existing research on group TSW with people
with dementia and their family caregivers participating as
dyads, and the inclusion criteria for this study was broad, a
theoretical approach to TSW was developed to meet the unique
needs and promote the diverse strengths and contributions of
participants. This approach aimed to recognize individuals while
also supporting partnerships at multiple levels, from within the
dyad to those developed within and outside the songwriting
group. To do this, we drew on concepts of personhood (Kitwood,
1997), couplehood (Hellström et al., 2007), family centeredness
(Hao and Ruggiano, 2020), and group process (Yalom and Leszcz,
2005), as well as notions from community music therapy (Stige
and Aarø, 2012). Facilitation of TSW groups was driven by
participants and adapted to flexibly meet the strengths and
resources of individuals, dyads and the group (see Figure 2,
Session design).

The TSW program involved six 1-h sessions facilitated by a
qualified music therapist (Author 5 or 6). Sessions were weekly,
aside from a 2-week break over the end of year period, and
attendance was high (M = 5.3 of 6 sessions, 88%). Sessions
took place in private rooms at community spaces accessed
through the partnering organization or the residential aged
care facility where participants with dementia were living.
Equipment included a whiteboard and markers, song books and
lyric sheets, guitar, percussion instruments, Bluetooth speaker,
and a laptop, microphones, headphones, and software for the
recording session. Author 1 (an experienced music therapist who
conceptualized the study) provided weekly supervision to both
music therapists who facilitated the TSW groups. Supervision
involved watching video recordings of sessions, discussing group
responses and any challenges related to therapeutic facilitation
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FIGURE 1 | Songwriting groups.

TABLE 1 | Participant characteristics.

Participants with dementia Family caregivers

Female (male), n 4 (5) 6 (4)

Age in years* 77 (10.9), 62–92 70 (9.8), 59–92

Country of birth, n

Australia 8 7

Italy – 1

Lebanon 1 1

Malaysia – 1

MMSE/30* 14.1 (8.8), 0–29 –

Years since diagnosis* 3.6 (2.2), 1–9 –

Diagnosis, n

FTD 2 –

AD 2 –

AD/Vasc 3 –

STML 2 –

*Mean (SD), Range. MMSE, Mini Mental State Exam; FTD, Frontal Temporal
Dementia; AD, Alzheimer’s Dementia; Vasc, Vascular Dementia; STML, Short
Term Memory Loss.

and the songwriting process. Each group created and recorded
two to three songs over the 6-week period, choosing to engage
predominantly through the method of song parody by rewriting
lyrics to familiar pre-composed songs (Baker, 2015) (see Table 2,
description of group song creations).

Data Collection
Data for this study were collected through semi-structured
dyadic interviews. Interviews took place at a convenient time
1–2 weeks following the final TSW session at either the
dyad’s home, the residential care facility where participants
with dementia lived, or the same location where sessions were
held. Interviews were conducted by the same music therapist
who facilitated TSW sessions with those dyads. These decisions
were made with consideration for both participants and the

research process, and were informed by previous qualitative
music therapy research exploring the experiences of people with
dementia and dyads (McDermott et al., 2014; Baker and Stretton-
Smith, 2017; Clark et al., 2018), as well as emerging research
on inclusive qualitative data collection practices to support
participants with dementia (Thompson et al., 2020). Familiarity
with the space and interviewer was utilized to create a positive
environment where participants felt comfortable and able to tell
their stories. Dyadic rather than one-on-one interviews meant
family caregivers were able to support their family member to
expand and clarify or develop ideas in addition to contributing
their own thoughts, feelings and perspectives. The dual role of
music therapist/interviewer ensured existing rapport with the
dyad and knowledge of how the person with dementia preferred
to interact and communicate. The interviewer was also able to
draw on therapeutic and musical skills and knowledge of the song
creations to support and prompt participants.

Interview questions, formulated to garner perspectives on how
dyads experienced the TSW group, asked: What was it like to
work with others to write a song? What was it like to attend
together as a dyad? Were the songwriting sessions as anticipated?
What (if anything) stood out or was meaningful? How (if at all)
was this group similar or different to other group experiences
attended together? And, how (if at all) the songwriting sessions
influenced the dyad’s interactions or relationship with each other?
For the purpose of the associated feasibility study, participants
also commented on whether they found the group TSW process
worthwhile and if there were any changes they would recommend
(Clark et al., 2020). Audio recorded interviews were 12–32 min in
length (M = 22 min) for dyadic interviews, and 21 min in length
for the interview that took place with the family caregiver only.

Data Analysis
Authors 1 and 6 transcribed and then analyzed interviews
using interpretative phenomenological analysis, drawing
on frameworks, strategies and processes described by
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FIGURE 2 | Session design.

Smith et al. (2009) to explore, understand and communicate the
experiences and perspectives of participants. Collaboration and
dialog between authors at multiple points in the analysis process
helped to “test and develop the coherence and plausibility of
the interpretation” (Smith et al., 2009, 80) both at the single
interview level (developing superordinate themes for each dyad)
and group level (developing recurrent themes and sub-themes
across cases), as well as during the write-up stage.

Analysis began with both authors listening to audio
recordings, and reading and rereading interview transcripts
to familiarize themselves with the data and establish participants
as the focus of analysis. For the next step of initial noting and
exploratory comments, both authors separately identified and
examined participants’ descriptions, use of language, and any
similarities, differences, repetitions, amplifications or ambiguities
within their account. This step also included conceptual
annotations, working to move away from the descriptive to the

interpretative and open up “a range of provisional meanings”
(Smith et al., 2009, 89). In developing emergent themes, each
author narrowed their focus, identifying what was important
and attempting to “capture and reflect an understanding” (p.
92) through themes that encompassed both participants’ own
words and the authors’ interpretation. Authors 1 and 6 then
discussed the interpretation of dyads’ described experiences and
developed super-ordinate themes, which were formed using
various strategies, including abstraction (identifying patterns
and grouping like themes), subsumption (using an emergent
theme as a superordinate theme to bring together related ideas),
and polarization (identifying oppositional relationships between
emergent themes). This whole process was repeated for each
interview before looking for patterns across cases.

Cross-case analysis conducted by Authors 1 and 6 began using
hard copy material, moving and arranging themes on a large piece
of paper to explore “spatial representations” (Smith et al., 2009,
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TABLE 2 | Description of group song creations.

Grp Song title Song topic TSW method Time Music (duration mins)

1 Beauty of Nature Being in nature – dyad stories,
group experience

Song parody 4 sessions Yellow Submarine (3:01)

We Wish You a Merry Christmas Reflections on past year and
meaning of Christmas time

Song parody 1 session We Wish You a Merry
Christmas (2:26)

2 Dance Around the House Tonight Social gatherings, group
members’ personalities

Song parody 2 sessions Rock Around the Clock (1:32)

Star of the South Memories of growing up, living
in Melbourne

Song collage/original lyrics 3 sessions Goodbye Yellow Brick
Road/Love Me Tender (2:11)

3 Happy Days Dyads’ shared pastimes,
experience of reminiscence

Song parody 2 sessions Waltzing Matilda (2:48)

Memories of Home “Home,” memories from
childhood and adolescence

Song parody 3 sessions Country Roads (3:07)

4 It’s Not Unusual Memories of going out to social
dances

Song parody 2.5 sessions It’s Not Unusual (2:30)

Picnic Van (Singing Along the Way) Memories of picnics with family
and friends

Song parody 1.5 sessions Morningtown Ride (3:14)

Memories Reflection on TSW, music and
memory

Song parody 1 session Edelweiss (1:48)

96) of how themes related to each other. Groups of related themes
were then arranged in a word document and developed into
recurrent group themes and sub-themes through abstraction. The
arrangement of themes was extensively reviewed and discussed
between both authors in an effort to capture recurrent and
prevalent themes across dyads and groups, while retaining
focus on the individual and dyad voices. Interpretation and
presentation of the findings was further reviewed and refined by
all authors during the write-up stage.

FINDINGS

Five recurrent group themes were developed through cross-case
analysis of interview data. Recurrent themes and subthemes are
presented in Table 3 and illustrated below with quotes from
participant interviews. Participants are referred to by pseudonym
and family caregiver participants are marked with an asterisk.

Recurrent Theme 1. Group TSW Was an
Overwhelmingly Positive Shared
Experience, Benefiting Both Members of
the Dyad and Motivating Further
Engagement With Music
Group TSW was viewed as an overwhelmingly positive, fun and
enjoyable experience (subtheme 1) that surpassed expectations.
Numerous aspects of the experience were highlighted as
enjoyable, including brainstorming, reminiscence, lyric creation,
singing, and the song products or “what came out of it.”
Participants used strong positive language to describe their
experiences, with many stating that they “loved” the experience
and found it very worthwhile, often despite initial apprehension
or preconceptions.

“To be honest, I wasn’t that appreciative of it at first [laughing]
[. . .] It sounded really intimidating and challenging because I’ve

never done anything like that. But once we got into it, I really
enjoyed it [. . .] I’m glad that I did it” (Carlo∗).

“I really loved it [. . .] I thought it was lovely that you invited us to
do this. It was something quite out of the blue. Yes, and it was so
good” (Ann).

While some family caregivers were initially motivated to
attend for the benefit of their family member with dementia,
interview data indicated that dyads appreciated the opportunity to
share the experience (subtheme 2) and recognized benefits for both
members of the dyad (subtheme 3). These included personal, social
and relational benefits, as well as “flow on” benefits for family
caregivers in seeing their family member and others in the group
“happy.”

“I loved it [. . .] as a thing that we could do together, that’s all I’m
interested in [. . .] I figured that it’s not for me, it’s for John, for
John and the others for the music [. . .] But of course, I’m getting
benefit. Even if it’s just to know that John’s happy [. . .] I mean,
just doing things together is what it’s about. We’ve always done
everything together and that’s the way I want to keep it” (Jan∗).

This appreciation of the opportunity to share the experience
based on dyads’ existing relationship was echoed by other family
caregivers, as well as participants with dementia who described
how they “like being with” (Janet) their family member, are
“happier” (Alan) when they are close to their family member, and
that it was “more enjoyable” (Neil) attending together.

Others highlighted value in TSW as something they were
able to “look forward to” and “go and do together” (Ali and
Julia∗), which was described by some as a “unique experience”
and “welcome change.”

“I haven’t really attended many groups with Isabella since she’s
been ill, so it’s really been a unique experience, this one [. . .]
Especially now that I’m confined a lot, staying at home looking
after Isabella, don’t get to get out as much anymore. Yeah, it was a
welcome change” (Carlo∗).
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TABLE 3 | Recurrent group themes and subthemes from cross-case analysis
of interview data.

Recurrent group
themes

Group subthemes

Group TSW was an
overwhelmingly positive
shared experience,
benefiting both
members of the dyad
and motivating further
engagement with music

• Group TSW was a positive, fun and enjoyable
experience

• Dyads appreciated the opportunity to share the
experience of TSW

• Both members of the dyad experienced
benefits, despite initial motivation to attend for
the family member with dementia

• Positive experience of group TSW highlighted
its value, motivating dyads to “do more with
music”

TSW was engaging and
valuable as it stimulated
mental processes and
reignited participants’
interests, skills and
memories

• Group TSW stimulated mental processes,
including recollection of memories, creativity
and communication

• Value and enjoyment in the new, creative and
stimulating aspects of TSW that sparked
interest and motivated engagement

• Group TSW reignited and connected
participants with their skills and interests

TSW provided
meaningful
opportunities for
reflection and
connection with
memories and life
experiences

• Reminiscence “brought the past out of people”
through storytelling and the creation of a song
in the present

• TSW gave space for participants to reflect on
happy memories, life experiences and strengths

• Experience of TSW positively impacted mood
for some participants

TSW prompted
interaction and
collaboration, leading to
social connections,
empathic relationships
and experiences of
inclusion

• Positive social opportunity to build connections
with others

• Group TSW prompted interaction and
collaboration as group members worked
together toward the “one goal”

• Group TSW fostered empathic relationships
and experiences of inclusion

Group TSW included
diverse challenges,
however, the facilitated
process supported
participants to engage,
highlighting abilities and
challenging doubts

• Participants experienced diverse challenges but
were able to “connect” and engage in different
ways, which made it worthwhile

• The approach and facilitation contributed to the
achievability and success of the group TSW
process

• Participants contributed meaningfully,
highlighting ability of self and others and
challenging initial doubts, leading to feelings of
pride and achievement

Participants also differentiated group TSW from other types
of engagement with music. Neil and Mei∗ recognized how the
TSW process accentuated value “in the music,” where a focus on
musical selves enabled them to learn more about each other and
“interact more” (Neil). Carlo∗ further explained that the TSW
group was different to recreational music experiences that had
become inaccessible for the dyad.

“We’ve been to musicals and live shows and, at the start, Isabella
was enjoying it. [But] as time went on you could see she was
starting to disconnect and not relating to what’s going on. [TSW]
is a different type of experience” (Carlo∗).

This positive experience of group TSW highlighted its value,
motivating dyads to “do more with music” (subtheme 4). Dyads
stated that the group TSW program was something they were

willing to commit time to, didn’t like stopping and that they
would do again. Further, some described the experience as
breaking a “barrier” to music engagement and giving them a new
“appreciation” for music, as well as ideas for how to use music
and songwriting beyond sessions.

“It certainly made me think about maybe looking at something
else to do in relation with music [. . .] I’ve never seen myself as
any form of singer, but I think you break that barrier and you tend
to not worry about that then [. . .] It does open up that area for
people that, it might be very good for them” (Dave∗), “Yes, we’ll
do that again” (Lindy).

“It gave me an appreciation of music [. . .] Last time I didn’t really
appreciate music and now I do” (Neil), “And [songwriting] is a fun
thing to do, which we can even try at home [. . .] I didn’t know I
could do, like, more with the music. I thought it was just a listening
process. But now, after this experience, I find that we can do a lot
more” (Mei∗).

Recurrent Theme 2. TSW Was Engaging
and Valuable as It Stimulated Mental
Processes and Reignited Participants’
Interests, Skills and Memories
Participants described how group TSW stimulated mental
processes, including recollection of memories, creativity and
communication (subtheme 1). One family caregiver described the
effect of TSW on her husband as “making his brain sort of talk
and express himself ” (Mei∗), while for another participant with
dementia, TSW felt like going “way back in your own brain”
(Ann) where she was able to “link” thoughts, experiences and
memories. Ann states:

“It did something to me, I can’t quite say [. . .] It set me going [. . .]
It made my brain everything. Think about, all about what was and
what might be and all this. It just made it move” (Ann).

Elizabeth∗ similarly described the creative method of song
parody as “good to keep the brain moving,” while Jan∗ noticed
how cognitive and creative aspects of TSW extended to her
husband’s motivation to write poetry, and the comprehensibility
of his writing, outside of sessions.

“After the first [session], I could see he had his thinking cap on,
and he was writing [. . .] After doing [TSW], he started, as you can
see, he started to really come back to stuff that everybody could
comprehend [. . .] [And he was] attempting it more during that
time” (Jan∗).

Importantly, dyads found value and enjoyment in the new,
creative and stimulating aspects of TSW that sparked interest and
motivated engagement (subtheme 2). Dyads communicated an
openness, curiosity and excitement about TSW as something they
had “never done before” (Alan), and otherwise “never would have
done” (Dave∗).

“For us, yes [it was worthwhile] because it was a new experience.
Because we hadn’t done that, we wouldn’t have had the
opportunity that we did have” (Tom), “I think it was a marvelous
opportunity [. . .] [speaking to Tom] I know what stood out for
you – doing the recording. You were very intrigued with it all”
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(Ellen∗), “Yeah that’s right. That was something that was. . . I
haven’t had that experience before. It was interesting” (Tom).

Value also came from the creative, cognitive and musical
challenges within the TSW process.

“I was thrilled to bits with, with um, it was always coming and
singing with these things [. . .] I’d go out and get this and I’d start
again [. . .] [TSW was] creative plus difficult [. . .] I enjoyed it, so
it didn’t mean that I, I couldn’t do it [. . .] I didn’t think I would
[enjoy the challenge], but I did” (Ann).

For some, group TSW reignited and connected them with
their skills and interests (subtheme 3), including in language,
poetry, music and singing. For example, John described how
his longstanding enjoyment of writing poetry “flowed on” to
TSW, while Ali was able to work with his pre-existing interest
and ability with words through lyric writing and refinement. Ali
further described a “positive spin-off” of the TSW program as it
inspired poetic expression in his “choice of words” and “lyricism”
when communicating with his wife outside of sessions.

For others, TSW reconnected them with their musical
interests and backgrounds.

“[Speaking to Dawn] I remember toward the end of the last
session, you were saying–It’s not often I get a chance to have, to
sing. . .because in the past, you would get to sing every week, lots,
lots of singing” (Ian∗). “Yeah, a couple of times a week, really,
with groups” (Dawn). “Yeah, so you certainly said that last time,
you know, you offered that up. So ah, yeah. You were enjoying
it” (Ian∗).

Recurrent Theme 3. TSW Provided
Meaningful Opportunities for Reflection
and Connection With Memories and Life
Experiences
As well as being mentally and creatively stimulating, participants
focused on how TSW connected them with memories and
life experiences in a way that was personally meaningful and
encouraged reflection.

Dyads noted that reminiscence “brought the past out of
people” through storytelling and the creation of a song in the
present (subtheme 1). The TSW groups were an opportunity for
“everyone” in the group to talk about “what they remembered,
what was important to them” (Ian∗), with many describing the
process as “taking you back,” “bringing back,” and “waking you
up” to different memories and self-experiences. Participants with
dementia expressed this as a “lovely” experience “because it all
returns to you” (Ann) and reminds you that “there was a life
back there” (Dawn), while for younger family caregivers it was
an opportunity to learn “new information.”

Participants further explained the role of reminiscence in
“bring[ing] the words out of their previous life” (George∗) and
the here-and-now process of “building up something” (Ann) or
making something new from these past experiences. One family
caregiver described how this process led him to think of past
experiences “in a different way.”

“With the picnic van one, back then that was [. . .] a great day out
and all the rest of it. But now when you look back on it, you go –
wow! That was something special. In the context of now, you’re
thinking – we don’t do those things anymore” (Ian∗).

Relatedly, dyads valued how TSW gave space to reflect
on happy memories, life experiences and personal strengths
(subtheme 2). This was especially significant for participants
who held “negative” perceptions of their present and future
situations and environments or had limited existing meaningful
opportunities for engagement and enjoyment. For example, one
family caregiver from a residential aged care group described it
being “better” that the group chose to write a song about their
“previous life” as they would have had “difficulty writing a song
about this, living in this [environment]” (George∗). A participant
with dementia living in residential care described a similar
experience:

“Being in a place like this, [TSW] helps me to sort of forget about
all this, you know. Because this is not where I want to be, of course.
And I’m going to be in here for the rest of my life [. . .] But that’s
why [TSW] helps me as much as going back [. . .] you go back
and you think, oh, yeah, when we did this or whatever [Michelle∗:
Of happy times]. Yeah, it’s lovely. Yeah, absolutely. And especially
for us now, our times. You know, we don’t know how long we’re
going to be around and so, you know, to go back to all these things
[. . .] It’s very special” (Ann).

This experience of TSW positively impacted mood for some
participants (subtheme 3). Ann described feeling like her younger,
happier and more confident self during TSW, explaining: “When
I was doing that, I was being that person, that girl [. . .] I’m sort
of two people. Like now, I think I’m very ordinary, down there,
and before, I thought I was really good, happy.” Ann’s daughter
similarly highlighted the significance of TSW because of “how
happy it made Mum” (Michelle∗).

“[Speaking to Ann] You don’t always have a lot of things that
make you happy. So, it was nice to see you enthusiastic about
doing something and coming back feeling good in yourself [Ann:
Yeah, well I agree with that] rather than coming back and, oh yeah,
that was nice and forget about it. You know, if I said that we were
going [. . .] we were almost running down there!” (Michelle∗).

Carlo∗, who was caring for his wife at home, also identified
TSW as having a positive impact on his mood. He described
how TSW prompted reflection on his “whole” life’ and the dyad’s
“journey together,” which helped him find positives, rather than
getting caught in a “downward spiral.”

“[TSW] forced me to think about things and reflect on stuff.
Just reflect on what’s happening with us now, with Isabella and
I [. . .] Sometimes you can get caught in the moment when things
aren’t going well and it’s a downward spiral from there. Yeah, but
this helped me sort of reflect and look at some positives [. . .]
We’ve had an amazing life, I have to say. We’ve done lots of
amazing things together [. . .] and a lot of the stuff that we did,
we wouldn’t have been able to do if it wasn’t for Isabella [. . .] [It
was meaningful to reflect on] our journey together. Just what our
visions were when we were young, what we wanted to do, and the
fact that we worked toward them and achieved them” (Carlo∗).
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Recurrent Theme 4. TSW Prompted
Interaction and Collaboration, Leading to
Social Connections, Empathic
Relationships and Experiences of
Inclusion
Dyads highlighted clear benefits related to the group aspect of the
program. Firstly, participants described group TSW as a positive
social opportunity to build connections with others (subtheme 1),
which sometimes continued outside of sessions or even following
the program. This opportunity to get to know others in a similar
situation was relevant in both community and residential care
groups. In fact, many residents and family members living in and
visiting the same care home had either not met before or only
knew each other as acquaintances.

“It was enjoyable working with the others. You know, sort of got
to know, well I had met Ellen and George before, but I sort of got
to know them a little bit better” (Elizabeth∗).

Participants described TSW as prompting interaction and
collaboration as group members worked together toward the “one
goal” (subtheme 2). Dyads highlighted this as an advantage of
group TSW, differentiating it from other group experiences.
Participants attributed this to the music, and the shared goal
and collective effort of writing a song, which meant that song
creations felt like they were “all of everyone” (Dave∗).

“[What I found meaningful was] just the way everyone has to put
in to make the song. Yeah, so, it’s like interactive [. . .] it’s got a sort
of, a flavor to it. So it’s got your experiences, Carlo’s experiences,
and everyone’s” (Mei∗).

Of working as a group, Neil stated that he “enjoyed the
experience” as the other dyad “had different ideas from the ones
we had.” Others further explained the collaborative nature of
TSW:

“I’d say something and Ian would say something and Mum would
say something or Dawn would say something and it just sort of
jelled. I think we were a good mix [. . .] we cooperated really well
[. . .] everyone allowed everyone a chance to speak” (Michelle∗).
“One of us would come up with something and then that would
set off the rest of us” (Ann).

Participants also described the TSW group process as
involving sharing something of yourself and accepting others as
they were, which fostered empathic relationships and experiences
of inclusion (subtheme 3).

“You have to really make room for the others to get their ideas and
all that [. . .] but it’s nice! It’s nice to express a group, to express
other people’s ideas or, yeah, to listen, to be listened to, to share.
It’s nice, it’s a different experience”.

This group process encouraged participants to think about
others in an empathic way. Carlo∗ described listening to and
taking in other people’s experiences during TSW and how
this encouraged him to “think about others and what they
may go through.” Other participants, in both community and
residential care contexts, described experiences of connection

and inclusion resulting from the “underlying understanding”
and respect between group members who were all experiencing
their own challenges.

“It was good having the others there, too. Because you could see
they’re all. . .they’ve got their challenges too, didn’t they? [. . .] So
you’re not, sort of like, you’re the odd one out type thing. And
everybody just accepted everybody as they were, which was lovely”
(Elizabeth∗).

“[We’re] people with similar problems. So there’s an underlying
understanding between everybody. There’s an openness. It’s a safe
space where you can, you know, share, talk, do things and not
worry about what would people think, how they would judge or
whatever if we do something silly” (Julia∗).

Recurrent Theme 5. Group TSW Included
Diverse Challenges, However, the
Facilitated Process Supported
Participants to Engage, Highlighting
Abilities and Challenging Doubts
Participants described the TSW groups as including people with
different personalities, abilities and needs and noted challenges
related to adjusting to the group context and new environment,
maintaining focus, communicating ideas, and self-consciousness
or lack of confidence in ability to contribute. However, interview
data indicated that, while participants did experience diverse
challenges in participating in group TSW, they were also able
to “connect” and engage in different ways, which made it
worthwhile (subtheme 1).

“It varies in terms of the ability, you know [. . .] It’s hard to
maintain their, no not maintain their interest. I think their interest
is there, but the mind. . .focus, switch off and on [. . .] It’s not
an easy thing to get [the group] all participating at the same
time. But I thought that was exceptional, what was got out of the
sessions” (George∗).

A number of participants communicated that there was
“space” for group members to communicate and engage in
various ways. Ali described that, although communicating his
ideas was challenging due to speech difficulties, “space was
available all the time” and he felt his ideas and contributions
were included in the group’s song creations. Carlo∗ also explained
how his wife, who did not communicate using verbal language
and was unable to contribute directly to lyric creation, was
“very intrigued” and “very connected” during some sessions,
particularly during the use of live music and visual resources. This
contrasted to Carlo’s description of Isabella “disconnecting” and
“not relating” during past music experiences (such as attending
concerts and musicals) and was supported by the observations of
other group members.

“Although Isabella doesn’t talk a lot, I find she’s getting more
interested in it. Toward the end she was reaching out, even to Neil
[. . .] So she’s more, like expressing herself more. Cause the first
time I noticed when she came, she was very quiet [. . .] But toward
the end, she was sort of getting more outgoing” (Mei∗).
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Participants also identified that the approach and facilitation
contributed to the achievability and success of the group TSW
process (subtheme 2), supporting participants to engage and
making songwriting surprisingly accomplishable for groups who
had never written a song before. Participants described how the
music therapist’s musical skills supported the group’s songwriting
endeavors, and how the TSW process itself “flowed” much
better than expected. Dyads also valued the facilitators’ “gentle”
and “relaxed” approach, leadership and encouragement, and
patience in “managing” group dynamics and the different needs
of group members.

“I thought it was gonna be really tough. I thought – I can’t write
songs, [. . .] how is this going to work? But [the music therapist]
led the group well and encouraged people to have a go. And, you
know, you think about what um, the topic was, and what they
remembered from those days and. . .I just thought that everybody
seemed happy and relaxed and enjoyed themselves” (Michelle∗).

Further, participants recognized that group members
contributed meaningfully, highlighting ability of self and others
and challenging initial doubts, leading to feelings of pride and
achievement (subtheme 3). As most participants held beliefs about
the difficulty of songwriting and their capacity to contribute,
many were “surprised” by their own abilities when pushed
outside their “comfort zones.”

“I don’t think I believed that we could write any words [. . .] And
it was a surprise to me that I actually came up with a few ideas. I
like to – as a rule – I like to sit in the background and just listen
[. . .] so yeah, it was a big surprise to me. A big surprise” (Jan∗).

Neil also described a personally meaningful part of the
program as “learning to express myself.” His wife, Mei∗
directly attributed this to the facilitated TSW experience, which
encouraged participants to “voice” their ideas and opinions.

“He’s quite quiet normally in the group. So, with this music
therapy thing, he’s talking a bit more. Maybe because [the music
therapist is] asking his opinion [. . .] Cause in the walking group
you just sit there and you won’t talk. Because no one asks you
to talk, you won’t talk. Whereas here, you’re asked to voice your
opinion. You have to give something” (Mei∗).

Participants also recognized the contributions of others and
the collective achievement of the whole group. Ellen∗ described
there being “more input” from group members than she thought
there might be, while Ali felt “proud of the effort of the group.”
Other family caregivers specifically highlighted the integral roles
and contributions of participants with dementia, explaining that
“without their ideas, we wouldn’t have been able to do it”
(Michelle∗).

Finally, participants articulated meaning in being able to see
the results of the groups effort and contributions, which led to
a “sense of achievement’ (Mei∗) and ‘satisfaction [in] knowing it
had come together” (Ellen∗).

“I think maybe how productive we were once we got rolling [. . .]
that’s the thing that stuck out for me the most [. . .] You’re engaged
in this and, and it’s meaningful because you’re contributing to it
[Dawn: You’re doing it!] and seeing the results of it later [. . .] I

seem to remember in the last session we were all pretty chuffed
with what we had done’ (Ian∗), ‘Oh yeah. We’d all, we’d all
put in” (Dawn).

DISCUSSION

This study aimed to explore how people with dementia and their
family caregivers experienced a 6-week group TSW program
attended together as dyads. Dyads shared spousal or parent-
adult child relationships, lived together or separately, and had
diverse abilities, needs, interests, musical backgrounds and ways
of communicating. Five recurrent group themes were developed
through interpretative phenomenological analysis of participant
interviews, highlighting collaborative, relational, dyadic, and
personal benefits of group TSW with dyads.

The collaborative group aspect of TSW fostered social
connections, empathic relationships and experiences of inclusion
(theme 4). These experiences of empathy, belonging and affinity
with others who have similar lived experience are reflected
in community-based music therapy research on therapeutic
group singing with dyads (Clark et al., 2018), and group
TSW with family caregivers (Baker and Yeates, 2018; Baker
et al., 2018) and people with dementia (Baker and Stretton-
Smith, 2017). In residential aged care contexts, non-cohabiting
family caregivers of people with dementia have also highlighted
value in the mutual support and empathy found within carer
support groups (Hennings and Froggatt, 2019). This emphasis
on mutual, empathic support and understanding, explained in
the current study as inclusive and non-judgmental groups where
everyone “accepted” each other as they were, suggests that similar
experiences may not be readily available in other social contexts.
These findings are consistent with research on public-stigma
in the context of dementia, reporting that lack of knowledge,
stereotypes, negative beliefs and discrimination are common
among the general public toward people with dementia and
their family caregivers (Nguyen and Li, 2020). It is possible that
empathic group connections, as experienced by participants in
the current study, may help to mitigate experiences of public or
social stigma (Gorska et al., 2018).

Participants in our study recognized the role of music in
promoting connection and interaction, differentiating group
TSW from other group experiences. This finding is supported
by research informing the psychosocial model of music in
dementia, indicating that meaningful musical experiences foster
emotional and interpersonal connectedness, and that the ability
to develop and maintain musical relationships is an ongoing
resource for people with dementia despite physical or cognitive
decline (McDermott et al., 2014). Our findings, and those of
Clark et al. (2018), further recognize how a common musical goal
or purpose (singing or creating a song) prompted collaboration
and brought dyads together. However, consistent with theory
on group TSW (Baker, 2015), participants in the current study
further differentiated group TSW as an opportunity “to listen, to
be listened to, to share” and “express a group” through writing
a song. Group process and community music therapy models,
drawn on in an effort to invite participation and empower the
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voices of individuals and dyads toward a collective effort (Yalom
and Leszcz, 2005; Stige and Aarø, 2012), were also reflected in
participants’ described experiences. Our findings recognized that
participants were able to contribute in diverse ways, received
space and encouragement to voice their opinion, and worked
collaboratively toward song products that were “all of everyone.”

Dyads’ descriptions of group TSW as a positive shared
experience (theme 1) is reflected in group therapeutic singing
research with community-dwelling dyads (Clark et al., 2018).
Participants in the current study explained how attending TSW
sessions as a dyad was a “unique opportunity” to meaningfully
engage with music together. This was especially important for
dyads for whom other group or music experiences had become
inaccessible. Further, TSW helped dyads appreciate how they
could “do more with music,” from engaging in songwriting
together at home to seeking similar opportunities for group
music participation. Community-dwelling family and spousal
dyads in the Clark et al. (2018) study similarly described how
therapeutic singing groups enhanced accessibility to music,
leading to positive personal and relational experiences. The
current study extends these findings to residential care contexts,
where family and spousal dyads described group TSW as
a “bonding” experience, that was simultaneously new and
different, and drew on their existing relationship with each
other and with music. In residential aged care, activities and
interventions that support person and relationship-centered care
can encourage involvement of non-cohabiting family caregivers
(Hennings and Froggatt, 2019), which in turn increases the
engagement levels of family members with dementia (Milne,
2011). In the current study, benefits were described for both
members of the dyad, including positive impacts for family
caregivers from observing their family member engaged, happy
and motivated to participate in group TSW. Regardless of
context, interventions that offer meaningful opportunities for
togetherness, as described by participants in the current study,
are recommended to support connection and relationship quality
(Wadham et al., 2016).

Participants particularly valued opportunities to reflect and
connect with the past during TSW, involving recognition of
personal and shared memories, strengths and life experiences
(theme 3). These findings resonate with notions of couplehood
and family centeredness where partnerships built over a
lifetime are acknowledged and appreciated within the current
relationship story (Wadham et al., 2016; Hao and Ruggiano,
2020). Interventions that support dyads to explore their shared
life together through storytelling may promote long standing
feelings of reciprocity, connection, and resilience, which families
and couples can draw on to support emotional and psychological
wellbeing as they navigate challenging experiences (Conway
et al., 2018). For example, in the current study, one family
caregiver described TSW sessions as making him reflect on his
“whole life” and “journey together” with his wife in a way that
supported him to “focus on the positives” rather than getting
caught in a “downward spiral.” These findings also resonate
with previous research on group TSW with family caregivers
who differentiated TSW from traditional carer support groups
in that they were able to reflect on, and gain clarity and insight

into the “whole carer journey,” and look for positives in their
experiences rather than only focusing on everyday stressors and
challenges (Baker et al., 2018). This indicates that, for some, TSW
may stimulate this kind of reflection and exploration within and
beyond sessions, regardless of whether groups include dyads or
family caregivers only. Further, this experience had particular
meaning for some participants in residential care contexts, who
valued being able to connect with and tell stories about their past,
rather than the current situation. One resident described how this
enabled her to remember and feel like her younger, happier and
more confident self, resonating with previous research suggesting
residents with dementia actively seek to cope with their current
situations by affirming their past sense of self and identity
(Milne, 2011).

As well as the emotional experience of connecting to and
creating something new from past memories and experiences,
participants described group TSW as a creative and cognitively
stimulating process (theme 2). In our study, and previous TSW
research with people with dementia (Baker and Stretton-Smith,
2017), participants explained how the mental stimulation of
creating a song was particularly valuable because they learnt new
skills or were able to build on existing interests and abilities.
Both participants with dementia and family caregivers in our
study further described positive impacts of TSW on verbal and
written communication and expression and ability to “link” and
recall “forgotten” memories. These findings are further supported
by TSW research with people with advanced dementia living in
aged care, which demonstrated improved cognition, language,
orientation and memory following a 16-week TSW program
(Hong and Choi, 2011). While the use of music is known
to support people with dementia to access autobiographical
memories (Cuddy et al., 2015), musical skills and associated
knowledge (Spiro, 2010; Jacobsen et al., 2015), group TSW further
extends the cognitive and creative benefits of music-making
and listening through brainstorming with others to create lyrics
and musical ideas (Baker, 2015). These benefits from group
TSW align with recommendations from systematic reviews,
recognizing how people with dementia seek opportunities for
continued growth, skill development and engagement in new and
meaningful activities (Wolverson et al., 2016; Low et al., 2017),
and family caregivers are looking for ways to support both their
own and family member’s psychological health and wellbeing
(McCabe et al., 2016; Egilstrod et al., 2019).

Participants explained individual challenges associated with
group TSW, while also recognizing that the “way it’s done”
supported contributions from all group members, allowing
abilities to shine and overcoming initial doubts (theme 5).
Some of the challenges experienced are reflected in previous
group TSW research with people with dementia, including
participant feelings of self-consciousness and perceived lack of
ability to contribute (Baker and Stretton-Smith, 2017). This
may be understood in relation to “self-stigma” where people
with dementia internalize stigma and negative beliefs about
the self, which may manifest in feelings of grief, loss of
confidence and depression (Nguyen and Li, 2020). For example,
one participant with dementia described feeling like “two
people,” comparing her perception of her past self (“really good,
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happy”) with her present self (“very ordinary, down there”).
However, in the current and previous research, participants
with dementia also described how group TSW facilitated by
a music therapist promoted meaningful contributions from
participants and offered opportunities for success, resulting
in feelings of pride and achievement. These experiences of
accomplishment and ability may help to shift attitudes and
promote positive and constructive self-beliefs of people with
dementia, contributing to wellbeing and quality of life (Nguyen
and Li, 2020). Further, in the current study, the perceived
difficulty of songwriting and surprise at ability to contribute
was shared by family caregivers, suggesting these responses
were also related to preconceptions about musicality and
creativity. Our findings are similarly represented in previous
research on group TSW with family caregivers, who described
their song creations as exceeding expectations after initially
doubting they would have something to contribute or feeling
insecure about their perceived lack of musical ability (Baker
and Yeates, 2018). Participants in the current study also
recognized how the music therapists encouraged and supported
individuals to contribute meaningfully to the group product.
These findings help to explain how concepts of personhood,
which have previously been applied to therapeutic group
singing (Clark et al., 2018), also promote individual engagement
and collaborative achievement among group TSW participants
(Baker and Stretton-Smith, 2017).

Limitations
As an interpretative phenomenological analysis study, the
analysis of ten interviews involving nineteen participants could
be considered large. Although there is no rule regarding
participant numbers, larger sample sizes are less common
due to the idiographic focus and purpose of interpretative
phenomenological analysis, which aims to explore participants’
lived experiences and meaning making in-depth and create rich
descriptions that “give full appreciation to each participant’s
account” (Pietkiewicz and Smith, 2014, 9). In the current study,
while the analysis was time consuming, authors engaged in an
iterative and reflexive interpretative phenomenological analysis
process, and we believe findings authentically represent and value
participants’ descriptions of their experiences.

There were some further limitations with using interviews
to collect qualitative data. While most participants were able to
contribute through interviews, one participant with dementia
from the primary study was unable to take part as she did
not communicate using verbal language and others found it
challenging. However, consistent with previous music therapy
research, the authors did consider how interviews could be
conducted to reduce challenges and support participants to be
involved in the research process, including the use of dyadic
interviews and dual role of the music therapists/interviewers
(McDermott et al., 2014; Clark et al., 2018; Thompson
et al., 2020). Considerations around trust and rapport, using
prompts, and sensitivity and awareness to all verbal, non-verbal
and non-behavioral communication are important factors in
facilitating semi-structured interviews (Pietkiewicz and Smith,
2014) and need to be carefully considered and extended

to support the participation of people with dementia in
qualitative research.

Finally, the broad inclusion criteria may be considered a
limitation. The current study included dyads living together at
home or separately because the person with dementia lived in a
residential aged care facility. We also recruited dyads who shared
either spousal or parent-adult child relationships. It is likely
that these differing contextual and relationship factors would
have impacted how participants experienced the group TSW
process. However, as there is no previous research on group TSW
with dyads, we sought to gain an understanding from diverse
perspectives with the intention of drawing on findings to inform
more focused research in the future. We also took care to attribute
quotations and highlight the perspectives of dyads across groups.

Recommendations
Future research may wish to further explore the diverse and
unique experiences of cohabiting and non-cohabiting spousal
and family dyads in community and residential care contexts.
Previous research on dyad-based therapeutic singing groups has
taken place in community settings (Clark et al., 2018) and, as
indicated by existing literature, there are few psychosocial or
therapeutic group interventions designed for both people with
dementia and their families in residential care settings (Rausch
et al., 2017). Further, the first-person experiences of people in
later stages of dementia (Low et al., 2017), and family caregivers
of people with dementia living in residential care, are often not
included in the research (Hennings and Froggatt, 2019). Future
research might examine how dyads across these different contexts
and relationships experience group TSW.

We sought to clearly describe a theoretical approach to
group TSW that was designed to meet the unique needs
and promote the diverse strengths, resources, interests and
contributions of group members, while taking into account
the voice of the individual, shared voice of the dyad and
collective voice of the songwriting group. McDermott et al.
(2014) argued the importance of identifying relevant theoretical
frameworks to inform music therapy research with people who
have dementia in order to contextualize findings and understand
the mechanisms behind how and why music interventions may
benefit psychosocial wellbeing. A previous music therapy study
that utilized a dyadic approach (Clark et al., 2018) has been
acknowledged in recent research promoting the development of
family centeredness in dementia care (Hao and Ruggiano, 2020).
As such, future music therapy research may wish to more overtly
draw on family centered care models specific to dementia care.

Finally, the capacity of people with dementia to contribute
their perspectives through interviews, and the importance of
including their voices in the research concerning them, has
been highlighted in the literature (Low et al., 2017; Thompson
et al., 2020). At the same time, it is important to consider the
limitations of interviews in research with people whose abilities
and preferences for ways of interacting and communicating may
not be through verbal language. As our approach to group TSW
offered a range of ways of contributing to and engaging in the
intervention, other artistic or creative mediums for expression,
such as contributions through songwriting or music-making,

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 13 March 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 598979

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


fpsyg-12-598979 March 29, 2021 Time: 13:11 # 14

Clark et al. Songwriting Experiences in Dementia Care

may promote personhood and better capture the voices and lived
experience of people with dementia in research.

CONCLUSION

There is limited research on group music therapy interventions,
and to our knowledge no existing literature on group TSW,
with people living with dementia and family caregiver dyads.
The current study draws together recent research indicating
value in TSW groups with people with dementia and family
caregivers participating separately, and therapeutic singing
groups with people with dementia and family caregiver dyads,
therefore contributing significant and novel findings regarding
the experience and meaning of group TSW with dyads. Our
study also works to further acknowledge and prioritize the
voices of people with dementia and their families in the
research concerning them. While aspects of the group TSW
process presented challenges for group members, participants
described it as an overwhelmingly positive and worthwhile
experience offering diverse opportunities for engagement based
on participants’ abilities, needs and interests. Dyads emphasized
group TSW as a “unique” and “meaningful” group experience
that held value because they could attend together. We also
found that the considered approach was reflected in participants’
described experiences, emphasizing that people with diverse
abilities, skills, and styles of communication were able to engage
in group TSW together, whether through lyric creation and
storytelling, musical contributions, or enjoyment and connection
in the moment, leading to positive personal, dyadic and empathic
group experiences. These findings highlight the value of creative
dyad-based therapeutic group interventions, such as TSW, that
are informed by family centered or relational perspectives and
emphasize personhood and couplehood of individuals and dyads
within a group. In addition, our inclusion of spousal dyads
living together at home and spousal and family dyads living
separately because the person with dementia was living in
residential care, contributes to an understanding of how dyad
connectivity is experienced and can be supported within different
relationships and contexts and through different phases of the
disease trajectory.
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